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1

Erin



I step onto the elevator, smoothing my crisp blue scrubs with clammy hands. My first day as a Physician’s Assistant at Greenfield Sports Medicine Clinic looms ahead, nerves buzzing through me like static electricity. The doors begin to slide shut when a manicured hand darts between them.

“Hold the elevator, please.”

I jab the ‘open’ button, and a woman in sleek business attire rushes in, teetering on impossibly high heels. She flashes me a grateful smile that stops my heart.

“Thanks,” she says, tucking a strand of glossy black hair behind her ear. “Cutting it close today.”

I nod, not trusting my voice because standing next to me, close enough that I catch a whiff of her expensive perfume, is Monica Anderson. My high school volleyball teammate. My secret crush for longer than I care to admit.

She glances at my scrubs. “First day?”

“Yeah,” I manage. “I’m the new PA at the sports medicine clinic.”

Monica’s eyes widen with recognition. “Erin? Erin Talbot?”

I force a smile. “Hey, Monica. Long time no see.”

“Wow, small world. I’m just heading up for my annual exam. How’ve you been?”

Before I can answer, the elevator lurches. The lights flicker, then plunge us into darkness. My stomach drops as we grind to a halt.

“What the hell?” Monica’s voice comes from my left.

I fumble for my phone, switching on the flashlight. Her face appears in the harsh glow, brows furrowed.

“Must be a power outage,” I say.

Monica taps at her own phone. “No service. Great.”

We stand in awkward silence for a moment. I clear my throat. “So, uh, guess we’re stuck for a bit.”

She laughs, the sound rich and warm in the darkness. “Could be worse. At least I’m trapped with an old teammate instead of a total stranger.”

I chuckle nervously, hyperaware of how close we’re standing in the cramped elevator. “Yeah, small favors.”

“So, sports medicine, huh?” asks Monica. “Following in Coach Bryson’s footsteps?”

“Sort of,” I say. “Had to give up my volleyball scholarship after a knee injury sophomore year of college. Figured if I couldn’t play, I could at least help other athletes.”

I lean against the elevator wall, the cool metal seeping through my scrubs. Monica’s heels click on the floor as she paces the small space.

“Looks like we might be here a while,” she says, glancing at her phone. “These blackouts have been happening more frequently lately.”

I nod, my stomach clenching. “Great timing for my first day.”

She laughs, the sound echoing in the confined space. “At least you have a good excuse for being late.”

“Since we’re stuck…” I rummage through my bag, pulling out a protein bar and an apple I’ve already pre-sliced and squirted with lemon juice. It’s only a little discolored. “Want to split these?”

Her eyes light up. “You’re a lifesaver, Erin. I skipped breakfast.”

We slide down to sit on the floor, our shoulders nearly touching. I break the protein bar in half, handing her a piece, and we snack on the apples from the bag.

“So,” I say, desperate to fill the silence, “What brings you to New York? Last I heard, you were headed to MIT with a full scholarship.”

Monica takes a bite, chewing thoughtfully. “That feels like a lifetime ago. After MIT, I got into AI development. Started my own company a few years back.”

My eyebrows shoot up. “Wow, that’s impressive. What does your company do?”

She launches into an explanation that I try to understand. “We’re developing AI systems for healthcare. Imagine an AI that can analyze medical images faster and more accurately than human doctors. That’s just the beginning.”

As she speaks, I’m captivated not just by her words, but by the passion in her voice. It’s a far cry from the reserved girl I knew in high school.

“What about you?” asks Monica, turning those dark eyes on me. “How did you end up in sports medicine? Was it more than your injury?”

I take a deep breath, the familiar ache in my knee a reminder of my own journey. “Like I said, I was injured after my injury sophomore year and lost my scholarship, since I couldn’t play volleyball anymore. I had to rethink my whole future. I loved sports, so I decided to help other athletes instead.”

Monica nods, her expression softening. “I remember when you got hurt. It must have been devastating.”

I’m surprised to hear that, since we were at different colleges by then. Had she heard it through the grapevine of Sawyer County, or was she actively keeping track of me? The idea of the latter leaves me breathless as I recall the number of times I almost stalked her on social media before changing my mind.

I clear my throat. “It was. I spent a lot of time in physical therapy. I got to know the staff pretty well, and I was fascinated by the work they did. There was this one therapist, Shae, who really inspired me. She had this way of connecting with patients and making them believe in themselves even when things seemed hopeless.”

“Sounds like she made quite an impression,” says Monica softly.

I nod, a lump forming in my throat. “She did. I remember this one day, I was feeling particularly low. The pain was bad, and I was convinced I’d never play again. Sarah sat down next to me and said, ‘Erin, your body might be injured, but your spirit isn’t. You have so much to offer, on or off the court.’”

Her eyes are warm with understanding. “She was right.”

“Yeah, she was,” I say, a small smile tugging at my lips. “That’s when I knew I wanted to do for others what Sarah did for me. Help athletes not just recover physically, but mentally too.”

“That’s beautiful, Erin,” says Monica, her voice soft. “I always knew you had a big heart.”

There’s a sudden lump in my throat, and I quickly change the subject. “Tell me more about how you went from MIT to here.”

She leans back against the elevator wall, her eyes sparkling with enthusiasm. “New York City was the place to be, so I packed up and came here. I remember my first pitch. So there I was, fresh out of MIT, pitching my AI concept to a room full of skeptical investors. I swear, I could see the doubt on their faces. ‘Who’s this kid?’ they were thinking.”

I chuckle, picturing the scene. “I bet you showed them.”

“Oh, you have no idea.” Monica grins, a mischievous glint in her eye. “I had this demo prepared, right? A prototype that could analyze medical scans faster than any human radiologist. The investors were impressed, sure, but still hesitant.”

“What did you do?” I ask, intrigued.

Monica’s smile widens. “I pulled out my secret weapon. I had the AI analyze one of the investor’s recent MRI scans—with his permission, of course. In seconds, it spotted a tiny abnormality the doctors had missed.”

My eyes widen. “No way. What happened?”

“Turns out, it was nothing serious, thank goodness, but it proved my point. The room went from skeptical to electric in an instant.” Her voice takes on a wistful tone. “That was the moment Anderson Tech was born.”

I shake my head in amazement. “That’s incredible. You must be so proud.”

Our eyes meet, and for a moment, the air between us feels charged. I clear my throat, breaking the spell. “So, do you like New York City?”

Monica’s lips quirk into a playful smile. “I love it, and I’m not the only one from Sawyer County here. Did you know Allison Parker lives in the city? Other old friends too.”

“Old friends, huh?” I tease, raising an eyebrow. “And here I thought you’d forgotten all about us small-town folks.”

Monica laughs, the sound rich in the confined space. “Never. Sawyer County might be small, but it’s a big part of who I am.” She pauses, her expression turning thoughtful. “You know, I’ve been thinking about setting up a scholarship program for kids from our hometown to pay it forward, since I…and you…got out of there with scholarships.”

I stare at her, impressed. “Wow, Monica. That’s amazing. You really haven’t forgotten where you came from, have you?”

She shakes her head, a hint of vulnerability in her eyes. “How could I? It wasn’t always easy growing up there, being different, but it made me who I am.”

I nod, understanding all too well. “I know what you mean. I remember how some people treated you in high school because of your heritage, like being half-Chinese was a terrible thing. It wasn’t fair.”

Monica’s gaze softens. “You were always kind to me though. Even when others weren’t.”

I feel a blush creeping up my neck. “I just treated you like a person. It wasn’t anything special.”

“It was to me,” she says quietly.

I shift, trying to get more comfortable leaning against the metal wall. Monica’s words linger in the air between us, heavy with unspoken meaning.

“You were always kind to me,” she says again, softer this time. Her dark eyes search my face, and I struggle to maintain my composure.

“Anyone would have done the same,” I mumble, fiddling with the hem of my scrub top.

She shakes her head, a sad smile playing on her lips. “No, they wouldn’t have. You don’t know how much it meant to me, especially after…”

She trails off, and I hold my breath, waiting for her to continue. When she doesn’t, I gently prompt, “After what?”

Monica takes a deep breath, her shoulders rising and falling. “After I was outed.”

The words hang in the air between us, and my heart skips a beat. I’d always suspected, and there had been some vicious rumors toward the end of our senior year, but hearing her say it out loud sends a thrill through me that I quickly try to suppress. “Oh,” I say, aiming for casual and missing by a mile. “I didn’t know you’d come out back then.”

Monica laughs, but there’s no humor in it. “I didn’t. Not officially anyway, but rumors spread fast in a small town when the girl you have your first relationship with tells everyone you tried to forcibly kiss her after the relationship ends when you won’t refuse to accept your scholarship and stay in Alabama. She ruined the last few months of my life in Sawyer County just to get back at me.”

I nod slowly, remembering some of the rumors. At the time, I’d been too caught up in my own struggles to pay much attention. Now, I wish I’d been braver, more supportive, and had paid better attention to her troubles. “I’m sorry,” I say quietly. “That must have been tough.”

Monica shrugs, but I can see the tension in her shoulders. “Yes. A broken heart followed by a ruined reputation. It was what it was, but it’s part of why I left as soon as I could. I needed to be somewhere I could be myself.”

I bite my lip, hesitating before asking, “And were you? Able to be yourself, I mean?”

A soft smile spreads across Monica’s face. “Yeah, I was. College was…eye-opening, to say the least.”

There’s a playful glint in her eye that makes my cheeks heat up. I clear my throat, trying to ignore the way my heart is racing. “I bet. MIT must have been quite a change from Sawyer County.”

Monica nods, her expression growing distant. “It was. I felt like I could finally breathe, and then I met Leigh.”

The name sends an unexpected pang through my chest. “Leigh?”

“My first real girlfriend,” says Monica, her voice soft with memory. “We were together for almost two years.”

I swallow hard, fighting back the irrational jealousy rising in my throat. “That’s…that’s great. I’m happy for you.”

Monica’s smile falters. “It was great for a while, but things ended…badly.”

The pain in her voice is real, and I’m reaching out before I can stop myself. My hand lands on her arm, and I feel a jolt of electricity at the contact. “I’m sorry,” I say, meaning it. “Do you want to talk about it?”

Monica looks at me, surprise flickering across her face. For a moment, I think she’s going to brush me off, but then her shoulders slump, and she nods.

“It’s stupid,” she says, sliding down to sit on the elevator floor. I follow suit, our knees almost touching in the cramped space. “We were so different, you know? I was all about my studies, my ambitions. Leigh was an artist. Free-spirited and spontaneous. Her brother attended MIT, which was how we met.”

I nod, trying to ignore the way my heart clenches at the fondness in Monica’s voice.

“At first, it was exciting. She pushed me out of my comfort zone, made me try new things, but after a while…”

She trails off, and I lean in, wanting to hear more. “After a while?” I prompt gently.

Monica sighs. “After a while, it felt like she was always pushing. Like whom I was wasn’t enough. She wanted me to skip classes for impromptu road trips or blow off studying for gallery openings. When I wouldn’t, she’d accuse me of being uptight and boring.”

I frown, a surge of protectiveness rising in my chest. “That’s not fair. You were working toward your future.”

Her eyes meet mine, a glimmer of gratitude in their depths. “That’s what I thought, but Leigh didn’t see it that way. She said I was too focused on the future to live in the present.”

I shake my head, anger bubbling up inside me. “That’s ridiculous. You can have goals and still enjoy life.”

“Exactly,” says Monica, her voice gaining strength, “But she couldn’t understand that. In the end, she gave me an ultimatum. Her or my ‘boring’ career plans.”

I hold my breath, even though I already know how this story ends. “What did you do?”

Monica’s jaw sets, a fire kindling in her eyes. “I chose my future. I walked away.”

Pride swells in my chest, mixed with a complicated tangle of other emotions I’m not ready to examine. “Good for you,” I say, meaning every word.

Monica’s expression softens, and she reaches out, her hand landing on my knee. The touch sends sparks shooting through me, and I have to fight to keep my breathing steady.

“Thanks, Erin,” she says softly. “You know, sometimes I wonder if things would have been different if I’d met someone who understood me back then. Someone like…”

She trails off, her eyes locked on mine. The air between us feels charged with electricity, which is ironic since the lack of is why we’re trapped here. I’m acutely aware of how close we’re sitting and of the warmth of her hand on my knee.

Suddenly, a crackle of static breaks the tension. A tinny voice echoes through the elevator. “Hello? Is anyone in there?”

I jump, my heart pounding. Monica withdraws her hand, and I immediately miss its warmth.

“Yes.” I call out, my voice embarrassingly shaky. “We’re here.”

“Maintenance here,” the voice responds. “The power is back, but a couple of circuits were fried from the surge before it went out. We’re working on the problem. Sit tight, folks. Shouldn’t be more than another hour or so.”

The communication cuts out, leaving us in silence once more. I look at Monica, relief and disappointment swirling in my chest.

“Looks like we’ve got some more time to kill.”

I nod, trying to ignore the way my pulse quickens at the thought. “Yeah I guess we do.”


2

Monica



I lean back against the elevator wall, the coolness of the metal seeping through my designer blouse. The initial shock of being trapped with Erin has worn off, replaced by a strange mix of nostalgia and nervousness. We’ve spent the last hour catching up on surface-level topics, but there’s an undercurrent of tension I can’t ignore.

“So, how’s your family doing?” I ask, desperate to keep the conversation going.

Erin tucks a strand of wavy brown hair behind her ear. “They’re good. Dad’s still coaching the high school football team, and Mom’s working part-time at the library now, which leaves her more time for baking. You remember how she always made those amazing chocolate chip cookies?”

I nod, a small smile tugging at my lips. “How could I forget? I think I gained five pounds every time I visited your house.”

“You? Gain weight?” Erin laughs, her hazel eyes crinkling at the corners. “I don’t believe it for a second.”

“Hey, I was a growing teenager with a metabolism that couldn’t keep up with your mom’s baking skills.”

We share a laugh, and for a moment, it feels like we’re back in high school, sitting on the bleachers after volleyball practice, but we’re not. We’re grown women trapped in an elevator, and there’s so much left unsaid between us.

I take a deep breath, steeling myself for what I’m about to do. “Erin, there’s something I need to tell you.”

She turns to face me, her expression curious. “What is it?”

My heart races as I search for the right words. “Do you remember our senior year? The night of the championship game?”

Erin nods slowly. “Of course. We won by two points in the final seconds. Coach Bryson threw a huge party at her house afterward.”

“Yeah, that’s right.” I pause, gathering my courage. “Do you remember what happened at that party?”

A small frown creases Erin’s forehead. “We danced and celebrated. I think I even saw you sneak a beer when Coach wasn’t looking.”

I laugh nervously. “Guilty as charged, but there’s something else that happened that night. Something I’ve never told anyone.”

Erin leans in slightly, her eyes fixed on mine. “What are you talking about?”

I take another deep breath. “That night, when we were out on Coach’s back porch, looking at the stars…I wanted to kiss you.”

Erin’s eyes widen, her lips parting in surprise. For a moment, neither of us speaks. The silence in the elevator is deafening.

“You…what?” Erin finally manages to say.

“I had feelings for you. Romantic feelings. I think I had them for a long time, but that night, under the stars, with the excitement of our win…it all came to a head. I wanted to tell you how I felt, to kiss you, to see if maybe you felt the same way.”

Erin’s face reveals myriad emotions I can’t quite decipher. “Why didn’t you?” she asks softly.

I lean my head back against the elevator wall, closing my eyes for a moment. “Fear. Plain and simple. I was terrified of what it would mean, of how people would react. You know what Sawyer County is like. The gossip, the judgment. I couldn’t bear the thought of becoming the talk of the town, of disappointing my parents, of losing you as a friend.” I sigh. “Then that ended up happening anyway because I rushed into a secret relationship with the first girl who approached me sexually.”

I open my eyes to find Erin staring at me intently. “So I kept quiet. I buried those feelings deep down and tried to convince myself they weren’t real, and then the incident happened with Eve, and I couldn’t tell you anything or risk dragging you into the rumors. After I left for MIT, it was easier to pretend it had never happened.”

She’s quiet for a long moment, processing my confession. “I had no idea,” she finally says.

“I never wanted you to know. I was so afraid of ruining our friendship, of making things awkward between us, but being stuck in here with you, talking about the past…I couldn’t keep it inside anymore. I’m sorry if this makes you uncomfortable.”

She shakes her head slowly. “It doesn’t make me uncomfortable. I’m just…surprised. I never knew you felt that way.”

I force a small laugh. “I did a pretty good job of hiding it.”

“Yeah, you did.” Erin pauses, biting her lower lip. “Can I ask you something?”

I nod, bracing myself for whatever question she might have.

“Do you still have those feelings?”

The question catches me off guard. I open my mouth to respond, then close it again, unsure of what to say. Do I still have feelings for Erin? The woman sitting across from me isn’t the same girl I knew in high school. We’ve both changed, grown, lived separate lives, and yet, there’s still something there, a spark I can’t deny.

“I…” I start, then stop. “I don’t know,” I say honestly. “Seeing you again, being here with you…it’s bringing up a lot of old emotions, but we’re different people now. I don’t know if what I’m feeling is real or just echoes of the past.”

She nods, her expression thoughtful. “I understand. It’s a lot to process.”

“I’m sorry if I’ve made things weird between us,” I say, suddenly feeling vulnerable. “I just felt like I needed to be honest with you.”

Erin reaches out and places her hand on mine, the touch making me tingle. “Don’t apologize, Monica. I’m glad you told me. It couldn’t have been easy to keep that inside for so long.”

I look down at our hands, then back up at Erin’s face. “It wasn’t, but I was so scared of losing you, of facing the judgment of our small town. You know how people talked.”

Erin nods, a wry smile on her face. “Oh, I remember. Remember when Katie Johnson got pregnant our junior year? The whispers, the stares…it was brutal.”

“Exactly,” I say. “I couldn’t bear the thought of going through that. Of putting you through that. So I kept quiet and tried to move on but fucked it all up anyway. At least I didn’t take you down with me.”

“And did you?” Erin asks softly. “Move on, I mean.”

I shrug. “In some ways, yes. I dated Leigh and other women in college, had relationships and flings, but there was always a part of me that wondered ‘what if.’ What if I had been braver back then? What if I had told you how I felt?”

Erin’s eyes widen, surprise and something else I can’t quite decipher flickering across her face. She takes a deep breath, her fingers fidgeting with the hem of her shirt. “I don’t know what to say.” She pauses, biting her lower lip.

I hold my breath, waiting for her to continue. The silence stretches between us, heavy with unspoken words.

“The truth is,” Erin finally says, “I had a crush on you too.”

My heart skips a beat. “You did?”

She nods, a faint blush coloring her cheeks. “Yeah. I mean, how could I not? You were this amazing, confident volleyball star. Everyone looked up to you, including me, but I never thought…I mean, I always assumed I was straight.”

“Assumed?” I can’t help but ask.

Erin lets out a nervous laugh. “I know, right? It sounds ridiculous when I say it out loud, but growing up in Sawyer County, it never really occurred to me that I might be…you know, not straight. I dated guys in high school and college because that’s what was expected. I was engaged to a man named Dylan for a while right after college. It never felt quite right, but I figured that’s just how relationships were supposed to be.”

I lean forward, my curiosity piqued. “And now?”

She shrugs, her hazel eyes meeting mine. “Now? I’m not so sure. Being here with you, hearing you confess your feelings…it’s bringing up a lot of questions I’ve been avoiding for a long time.”

I nod, understanding all too well the confusion and uncertainty she must be feeling. “It’s okay to question things. Sexuality isn’t always black and white.”

“I know that now,” she says with a small smile. “But back then? In Sawyer County? It felt like there were only two options—straight or…well, you know.”

I wince at the memory. “Yeah, I do. It wasn’t a good feeling, trust me.”

She sighs, running a hand through her hair. “That’s partly why I never let myself explore those feelings. It was easier to just go along with what everyone expected.”

“I get it,” I say softly. “That’s why I never said anything either. I was too scared of the consequences and for good reason. Living the reality of being outed was hell.”

We sit in silence for a moment, the weight of our confessions hanging between us. It’s strange how after all these years, we’re finally having this conversation in a stuck elevator of all places.

“So,” says Erin, breaking the silence, “What’s it like? Being an openly lesbian CEO in the tech world?”

I laugh at the abrupt change of subject. “It’s certainly not boring. There are challenges, for sure. The tech industry is still pretty male-dominated, and being a woman, let alone a lesbian woman, can make things…interesting.”

“Interesting how?” asks Erin, leaning forward with clear curiosity.

I take a deep breath, thinking about how to explain. “For starters, there’s the constant need to prove yourself. Some people assume I got where I am because of tokenism or affirmative action, not because of my skills or hard work. Then there’s the casual homophobia you sometimes encounter in boardrooms or at networking events.”

Erin frowns. “That sounds awful.”

“It can be, but it’s also incredibly rewarding when you prove them wrong, when you show them that your sexuality has nothing to do with your ability to run a successful company.”

“I bet,” says Erin with admiration in her voice. “You always were a force to be reckoned with.”

Warmth spreads through my chest at her words. “Thanks. It hasn’t always been easy. Relationships, especially, can be complicated in this world.”

“How so?” she asks.

I hesitate for a moment, debating how much to share, but there’s something about being stuck in this elevator with Erin that makes me want to open up completely.

“My last relationship was…complicated, to say the least. She was a board member at Anderson Tech, brilliant and ambitious. We connected instantly, both professionally and personally, but she wasn’t out.”

Erin’s eyebrows shoot up. “Oh, wow. That must have been difficult.”

I nod, memories of late-night arguments and tearful goodbyes flashing through my mind. “It was. At first, I thought I could handle it. We’d go to events separately and pretend to be just colleagues in public, but as time went on, it started to wear on me. I felt like I was back in high school, hiding who I was.”

“What happened?” she asks softly.

“We tried to make it work for almost a year, but in the end, the secrecy was too much. She wasn’t ready to come out, and I couldn’t go back into the closet. We ended things, and she resigned from the board to avoid any awkwardness.”

She reaches out and squeezes my hand. “I’m so sorry, Monica. That must have been incredibly painful.”

I squeeze back, grateful for her empathy. “It was, but it also taught me a lot about what I want and need in a relationship. I need someone who’s comfortable with who they are, someone who isn’t afraid to stand beside me in public and private.”

As soon as the words leave my mouth, I realize how they might sound given our earlier confessions. I look up at Erin, half-expecting to see discomfort or awkwardness on her face. Instead, I’m met with a look of understanding and…is that a hint of longing?

Before I can analyze it further, a crackle comes over the elevator’s intercom. “Hello? This is the maintenance team. We’ve got the circuits changed and should have you out of there in about five minutes. Hang tight!”

Erin and I look at each other. I see my relief and disappointment reflected in her expression. Our time in this strange bubble is coming to an end, and I’m not sure I’m ready for it.

Erin gives a nervous laugh. “I guess our impromptu reunion is almost over.”

I nod, suddenly feeling anxious. “Yeah, I guess so.”

We fall into silence as we wait for the doors to open, both lost in our own thoughts. The air between us feels charged, filled with unspoken words and unexplored possibilities that might never reach fruition now that our elevator sojourn has ended.

Finally, with a loud ding, the elevator doors slide open. We’re greeted by the concerned faces of the maintenance team and a few curious onlookers. As we step out into the hallway, I’m hit with a sudden fear that this might be it. That once we walk away, we’ll go back to our separate lives, and this moment will become just another “what if” in our shared history.

I can’t let that happen. Not again.

Without thinking, I turn to Erin, cup her face in my hands, and kiss her. It’s not a gentle, hesitant kiss. It’s passionate, filled with years of repressed feelings and newfound hope.

For a split second, she freezes, and I worry I’ve made a terrible mistake, but then she responds, her lips moving against mine with equal fervor. Her hands find their way to my waist, pulling me closer.

When we finally break apart, we’re both breathless. The maintenance team and onlookers have tactfully looked away, giving us a moment of privacy.

Erin’s eyes are wide, her cheeks flushed. “Wow.”

“Yeah.” I’m unable to keep the grin off my face. “Wow indeed.”

We stand there for a moment, just looking at each other, neither of us quite sure what to say.

Finally, she breaks the silence. “So…what happens now?”

I take a deep breath, fortifying myself for what I’m about to say. “Now, I’d like to take you out to dinner. On a proper date—if you’re interested, that is.”

A slow smile spreads across her face. “I’d like that a lot.”

We exchange numbers, promising to set up a time and place for our date. As we part ways, heading to our respective destinations, I feel like I’m floating on air. The woman I’ve been pining for since high school just agreed to go on a date with me.

As I walk to my car, since it’s far too late to make my appointment, my mind is already racing with ideas for our first date. I want it to be perfect, a chance for us to explore this newfound connection without the constraints of a stuck elevator.

For the first time in a long time, I’m filled with excitement that I haven’t experienced since I first moved to the city to chase my dreams. Only this time, the dream isn’t about career success or technological innovation. It’s about the possibility of personal happiness, which feels more exciting than anything else of late.


3

Erin



I walk away from the elevator, my heart still racing from the unexpected encounter with Monica. The lingering warmth of her lips on mine threatens to distract me, but I push aside those thoughts. It’s my first day at Greenfield Sports Medicine Clinic, and I need to focus.

The hallway bustles with activity as I make my way to the clinic entrance. A receptionist greets me with a smile.

“Erin Talbot?”

I nod. “I’m sorry I’m late. I was stuck in the elevator.”

The receptionist smiles. “We guessed that might be the case when you didn’t arrive on time. Dr. Greenfield is expecting you. The staff meeting is about to start in the conference room.”

I nod, smoothing down my blouse. “Thank you.”

The conference room door stands ajar, and I can hear voices inside. Taking a deep breath, I step in.

Dr. Samantha Greenfield stands at the head of the table, her blonde hair neatly pulled back. She looks up as I enter.

“Ah, Erin. Perfect timing. Please, have a seat.”

I slide into an empty chair, nodding at the other staff members around the table. Dr. Greenfield begins the meeting, discussing patient loads and upcoming appointments. I listen intently, jotting down notes.

“We have an interesting case I’d like to review,” says Dr. Greenfield, pulling up an MRI scan on the screen. “High school soccer player, seventeen years old. Complaining of knee pain and instability.”

As she describes the symptoms, I study the image. Something about the injury catches my attention. Without thinking, I speak up. “Dr. Greenfield, may I ask a question?”

She pauses, eyebrows raised. “Of course, Erin.”

“This looks similar to an injury I’ve seen before. Have you considered the possibility of a discoid lateral meniscus?”

The room falls silent. Dr. Greenfield tilts her head, studying me. “Interesting observation. What makes you say that?”

I swallow hard, suddenly aware of all eyes on me. “The symptoms align with what I experienced as a volleyball player. The instability, the pain patterns…and if you look closely at the MRI, there’s a slight abnormality in the shape of the lateral meniscus.”

Dr. Greenfield leans in, examining the image more closely. Her eyes widen slightly. “You’re right. I can’t believe I missed that. Excellent catch, Erin.”

A wave of relief washes over me. Dr. Greenfield turns to the rest of the staff. “This is why fresh perspectives are invaluable. Erin’s personal experience as an athlete gives her unique insight.”

The meeting continues, but I notice Dr. Greenfield glancing at me with newfound interest. As we wrap up, she approaches me.

“Erin, I’m impressed. That was exceptional analysis. I’d like you to shadow me on this case.”

“Thank you, Dr. Greenfield. I’d be honored.”

She nods, a small smile playing at her lips. “My nurse—and now your nurse too—Kelly will show you around and get you set up. Welcome to the team.”

As Dr. Greenfield walks away, a petite redhead approaches me. “Hi, I’m Kelly. Ready for the grand tour?”

I follow Kelly through the clinic, trying to absorb every detail. She points out exam rooms and equipment, and introduces me to other staff members, but my mind keeps drifting back to the elevator, to Monica’s soft lips and the promise of a date.

“Earth to Erin?” Kelly waves a hand in front of my face. “You okay? You zoned out for a second there.”

I blink, forcing myself to focus. “Sorry, just…processing everything.”

She grins. “First day jitters, huh? Don’t worry, you’ll get the hang of it. Dr. Greenfield doesn’t give praise lightly, so you must’ve really impressed her.”

We continue the tour, and I make a conscious effort to stay present, but as we pass a window, I catch a glimpse of the city skyline and wonder which building houses Monica’s tech startup.

“This will be your workspace,” says Kelly, gesturing to a small office. “We’ll share it. I hope you don’t mind.”

I shake my head. “Not at all. It’ll be nice to have company.”

Kelly starts explaining the computer system, but my gaze drifts to a framed photo on her desk. It shows her with another woman, both smiling widely.

“That’s my girlfriend, Piper,” says Kelly, noticing my look. “We’ve been together three years now.”

“Oh,” I say, surprised by her openness though I shouldn’t be. “That’s wonderful.”

Kelly studies me for a moment. “You know, Greenfield Clinic is very LGBTQ-friendly. No need to hide who you are here.”

I feel my cheeks warm as I ridiculously wonder if the kiss I shared with Monica is somehow showing on my face? “I…um…”

She holds up a hand. “No pressure. Just letting you know it’s a safe space.”

I nod, grateful for her understanding. As we continue reviewing procedures, my thoughts drift less to Monica. The reality of my new job settles in, excitement building.

By the end of the tour, my head spins with information. Kelly pats my shoulder. “Don’t worry if you don’t remember everything. First few weeks are always a whirlwind.”

“Thanks, Kelly. I really appreciate your help.”

As I gather my things to leave, Dr. Greenfield appears in the doorway. “Erin, a word before you go?”

I follow her to her office, nerves fluttering in my stomach.

“I wanted to commend you again on your insight today,” she says, leaning against her desk. “It’s rare to find someone with both the medical knowledge and the athlete’s perspective. I think you’ll be a valuable asset to our team.”

“Thank you, Dr. Greenfield. I’m excited to learn from you and the rest of the staff.”

She nods. “I look forward to seeing what you can do. Get some rest tonight. Tomorrow, we dive in.”

As I leave the clinic, the events of the day wash over me. The elevator, Monica, impressing Dr. Greenfield…It’s almost too much to process, but one thing’s certain—my life in New York is off to an interesting start.

I catch the subway to my new apartment and start stripping as soon as I close the door and secure the four locks behind me. I need to relax and wash away the day, so I go straight to the bathroom, which soon fills with steam from the heat of the water. I wince and then sigh as I step into it, absorbing the heat and feeling my stiff muscles loosen.

When the water starts to get tepid, I finally step out of the shower, wrapping a towel around myself as steam billows around me. The hot water has done wonders for my aching muscles after a long first day at the clinic. As I wipe condensation from the mirror, I study my reflection. My cheeks are flushed, and not just from the heat of the shower. Thoughts of Monica keep creeping into my mind, making my heart race.

I pad into my bedroom, droplets of water trailing behind me. Just as I’m about to reach for my pajamas, my phone buzzes on the nightstand. Monica’s name flashes across the screen. My stomach does a little flip as I answer.

“Hello?”

“Erin, hi.” Monica’s voice is warm, sending a shiver down my spine. “I hope I’m not catching you at a bad time?”

“Not at all,” I say, acutely aware that I’m standing here in just a towel. “I just got out of the shower.”

There’s a pause on the other end of the line. “Oh. I can call back if you need to⁠—”

“No, no, it’s fine,” I assure her quickly. “What’s up?”

“I wanted to set a time for dinner tomorrow night. If you’re still interested, that is?”

“Definitely interested,” I say, perhaps a bit too eagerly. I clear my throat. “I mean, yes, I’d love to have dinner with you.”

Monica chuckles softly. “Great. How does seven p.m. sound? I know this amazing little Italian place in the West Village.”

“Sounds perfect,” I say, my mind already racing ahead to what I’ll wear. “Should I meet you there?”

“I’ll pick you up,” says Monica. “Text me your address?”

“Sure. I’ll do that right after we hang up.”

There’s another pause, and I can almost hear her smiling through the phone. “I’m looking forward to it, Erin.”

“Me too.” My voice is softer and more intimate than I intended.

After we say goodbye, I set down my phone and let out a long breath. I’m going on a date with Monica Anderson. The reality of it hits me all at once, and I flop back onto my bed, staring up at the ceiling.

My mind wanders back to our high school days. I remember watching Monica during volleyball practice, admiring her grace and strength. Back then, I tried chalking it up to simple admiration of a talented teammate, but there was always more than just admiration to my feelings.

I force myself to get up and get dressed, pulling on an old T-shirt and shorts. As I brush out my damp hair, I wonder what Monica sees in me. She’s successful, beautiful, confident, and I’m…well, I’m still trying to figure out who I am.

My phone buzzes again, this time with a text from Kelly.

“Hope your first day wasn’t too overwhelming. See you tomorrow.”

I smile at her message, appreciating her friendliness. It occurs to me that I could use some advice about my date with Monica. Kelly seemed open about her own relationship, so maybe she’d be willing to lend an ear.

I type out a response: “Thanks, Kelly. Actually, I could use some advice. Any chance you’d want to grab coffee before work tomorrow?”

Her reply comes almost instantly: “Ooh, sounds intriguing. I’m in. There’s a coffee cart outside the clinic. See you at 7:30?”

“Perfect,” I text back. “See you then.”

I set down my phone again and head to the kitchen, my stomach growling. As I rummage through my nearly empty fridge, I make a mental note to go grocery shopping soon. For now, I settle for a yogurt and some fruit.

As I eat, I think about tomorrow with some nervousness but mostly excitement. Not just the date with Monica, but my second day at the clinic too. Dr. Greenfield’s words echo in my mind. “Tomorrow, we dive in.”

I finish my meager dinner and settle onto the couch with my laptop. I should probably do some research on that discoid lateral meniscus case, but instead, I’m Googling “first date tips.” The results are either useless, helpful, or ridiculous.

“Be yourself,” one article advises. I snort. Easier said than done when your date is Monica Anderson.

Another suggests, “Ask questions and show genuine interest.” That, at least, I can do. There’s so much I want to know about Monica’s life since high school.

As I scroll through more advice, my eyelids start to grow heavy. I glance at the clock and realize it’s later than I thought. With a yawn, I close my laptop and head to bed.

Lying in the darkness, I try to quiet my racing thoughts. Tomorrow is going to be a big day, and I need to be well-rested, but as I drift off to sleep, my last thought is of Monica’s smile and that kiss.
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The morning sun peeks through my curtains as I rush to get ready. I’m meeting Kelly for coffee before work, and I can’t be late. My nerves are already jangling with anticipation for my date with Monica tonight and anxiety about seeking dating advice from a coworker I barely know.

I hurry out of my apartment, the crisp autumn air biting at my cheeks. The coffee cart Kelly mentioned sits just outside the clinic, a cheerful red umbrella shading it from the morning light. Kelly’s already there.

“Morning.” Kelly grins, handing me a steaming cup. “I got you a latte. Hope that’s okay.”

“Perfect, thanks.” I take a sip, the warmth spreading through me. “And thanks for meeting me.”

We find a nearby bench, and I fidget with my cup, unsure how to start.

She bumps my shoulder. “So, spill. What’s got you all worked up?”

I take a deep breath. “I have a date tonight. With a woman.”

Kelly’s eyebrows shoot up. “Oh? First time?”

I nod, my cheeks warming. “Yeah. I mean, I’ve dated before, but only guys. This is…new.”

“And exciting?” she prompts.

“Terrifying,” I admit. “But yes, exciting too.”

She smiles. “That’s normal. My first date with a woman, I was a nervous wreck. Spilled wine all over myself.”

I laugh, some of the tension easing from my shoulders. “Any advice?”

“Be yourself,” says Kelly. “I know it’s cliché, but it’s true. Don’t try to be someone you’re not.”

I nod, taking another sip of coffee. “It’s just…she’s so confident and successful. I feel like I’m fumbling in comparison.”

Kelly’s expression softens. “Hey, you impressed Dr. Greenfield on your first day. That’s no small feat. Give yourself some credit.”

“Thanks,” I say, managing a small smile.

“As for the date itself,” Kelly continues, “Treat it like any other first date. Ask questions, listen, share about yourself, and remember, she’s probably nervous too.”

I raise an eyebrow. “Monica? Nervous? I doubt it.”

Kelly shrugs. “You’d be surprised. Even the most confident people get first-date jitters.”

We chat for a few more minutes, Kelly offering more tips and reassurance. As we finish our coffee and head into the clinic, I feel a little more prepared for tonight. The morning flies by in a whirlwind of patient consultations and paperwork. Just before lunch, Dr. Greenfield pokes her head into our shared office.

“Erin, I’ve got a case I’d like you to take the lead on. Exam room three when you’re ready.”

My stomach does a little flip. Taking the lead on a case already? I nod, trying to project confidence. “I’ll be right there.”

In exam room three, I find a young girl perched on the table, her parents hovering nearby. The girl’s ankle is swollen with an ice pack draped over it.

“Hi, there,” I say, smiling warmly. “I’m Erin. What’s your name?”

“Lily,” says the girl softly.

“Nice to meet you, Lily. Can you tell me what happened?”

As Lily describes her fall during gymnastics practice, I gently examine her ankle. The swelling and tenderness are consistent with a sprain, but I want to be thorough.

“Okay, Lily, I’m going to move your foot in a few different directions. Let me know if anything hurts.”

I carefully manipulate her ankle, noting her reactions. The parents watch anxiously, the mother wringing her hands.

“Is it broken?” asks the father, his voice tight with worry.

I shake my head. “I don’t believe so, but we’ll do an X-ray to be sure. From what I can see, it looks like a grade-two ankle sprain.”

I turn to Lily, explaining in terms she can understand. “That means you’ve stretched some of the ligaments in your ankle. It’s like the rubber bands that hold your bones together got pulled too far.”

Lily nods, her eyes wide. “Will I be able to do gymnastics again?”

“Absolutely, but we need to let your ankle heal first. That means rest, ice, compression, and elevation. We call it RICE.”

I outline a treatment plan, demonstrating how to properly wrap the ankle and suggesting exercises to maintain strength and flexibility. The parents listen intently, asking questions which I answer patiently.

“We’ll start with physical therapy in about a week and, Lily, I know it’s frustrating, but it’s important not to rush back into gymnastics too soon. We want your ankle to heal properly so you can be even stronger when you return.”

Lily nods solemnly. “I understand.”

As I finish up, Dr. Greenfield steps into the room. She listens as I summarize my diagnosis and treatment plan, nodding approvingly.

“Excellent work, Erin,” she says. “I concur with your assessment. Let’s get that X-ray to confirm, and then we can proceed with your plan.”

After the family leaves for the X-ray, Dr. Greenfield turns to me. “You handled that very well. Your explanation was clear and age-appropriate, and you addressed both the patient’s and the parents’ concerns. Well done.”

Pride makes me smile. “Thank you, Dr. Greenfield.”

As I head back to my office, I get a boost of confidence. Maybe Kelly was right. I do have something to offer, both professionally and personally. Tonight’s date with Monica suddenly seems a little less daunting.


4

Monica



I stand in front of my full-length mirror, smoothing down the front of my dress. The black silk hugs my curves, the neckline dipping just low enough to be alluring without crossing into unprofessional territory. I’ve paired it with my favorite Louboutins, the red soles a pop of color against the monochrome outfit.

My phone chimes with a message from Evie. “Chef confirmed the special menu. Flowers arranged on the table. All set.”

I type back a quick “Thank you” before giving myself one last appraisal. My hair falls in soft waves around my shoulders, and I’ve kept my makeup subtle but smoky. Perfect for a first date.

The elevator dings as it reaches the lobby. I step out, my heels clicking against the polished marble floor. The doorman nods as he holds open the door.

“Have a lovely evening, Ms. Anderson.”

“Thank you, James.”

My driver waits at the curb, opening the car door as I approach. I slide into the backseat, willing my nerves to settle. It’s just dinner, I remind myself. With a woman I’ve known since high school. So why does it feel so monumental?

The car glides through the evening traffic. I watch the city lights blur past, each one bringing me closer to Erin. To our first real date.

We pull up to the restaurant, and I take a deep breath before stepping out. The maître d’ greets me at the entrance.

“Good evening, Ms. Anderson. Your guest hasn’t arrived yet. Shall I show you to your table?”

I nod, following him to the elevator. We ascend to the rooftop, and I’m struck again by the breathtaking view. The twinkling lights of Central Park spread out before us, the city skyline a glittering backdrop.

Our table is set slightly apart from the others, offering privacy without sacrificing the view. A small arrangement of lilies adorns the center—Erin’s favorite, if I remember correctly, and I’m sure I do.

“Your champagne, Ms. Anderson.”

The sommelier appears, pouring two glasses of Dom Pérignon. I take a sip, the bubbles dancing on my tongue. It’s perfect—crisp and light.

“Monica?”

I turn at the sound of her voice, and my breath catches. Erin stands in the doorway, backlit by the soft glow of the restaurant. Her dress is a deep emerald that brings out the green flecks in her hazel eyes. Her hair is swept up, exposing the graceful curve of her neck.

I stand, unable to keep the smile from my face. “Erin. You look stunning.”

She blushes, tucking a stray strand of hair behind her ear. “You’re one to talk. That dress is…wow.”

I pull out her chair, our hands brushing as she sits. The contact sends a shiver through me.

“I hope you don’t mind, but I took the liberty of ordering champagne.”

Erin’s eyes widen as she spots the label. “Dom Pérignon? Monica, this is too much.”

I wave off her concern. “Nothing’s too much for tonight.”

She takes a sip, closing her eyes in appreciation. When she opens them again, there’s a spark of mischief there. “So, does the CEO of Anderson Tech wine and dine all her dates like this? Or am I special?”

I lean in, lowering my voice. “Oh, you’re definitely special.”

The waiter approaches, saving me from elaborating on just how special she is. He explains the tasting menu, each course paired with a carefully selected wine. As he leaves, Erin shakes her head in amazement. “I can’t believe you did all this. I would have been happy with pizza and Netflix.”

I reach across the table, taking her hand. “I wanted tonight to be memorable. You deserve it.”

She squeezes my hand, her thumb tracing circles on my palm. “It already is, but it’s not because of the fancy restaurant or expensive champagne. It’s because I’m here with you.”

My heart swells at her words. I open my mouth to respond, but the waiter returns with our first course. “Seared scallops with a citrus beurre blanc, paired with a Chablis Premier Cru.”

We reluctantly release each other’s hands to sample the dish. The scallops are perfectly cooked, melting on my tongue.

“Oh, my god.” Erin moans. “This is amazing.”

I grin, taking a sip of the crisp white wine. “I’m glad you approve. I wasn’t sure if you liked seafood.”

She nods enthusiastically. “Love it. Though I have to admit, my experience is mostly limited to the Friday night fish fry back home.”

“Prepare to have your horizons expanded.” I wink, enjoying the way her cheeks flush.

As we work our way through the courses, our conversation flows easily. We reminisce about high school, swapping stories and laughing at shared memories.

“Remember that time Coach caught us sneaking out to the beach instead of running laps?” asks Erin, her eyes sparkling with mirth.

I groan, covering my face. “Yes. I thought she was going to make us run until we dropped.”

“Instead, she just made us do extra drills for a week. Still, totally worth it for that sunset.”

I lower my hands, meeting her gaze. “It really was beautiful.”

There’s a beat of silence, charged with unspoken meaning. Then Erin clears her throat, reaching for her wine glass.

“So, tell me about your company. Anderson Tech is doing some amazing things with AI, right?”

I launch into an explanation of our latest projects, careful not to get too technical. Erin listens intently, asking insightful questions that surprise me.

“I didn’t realize you knew so much about AI,” I say, impressed.

She shrugs, a shy smile playing at her lips. “I may have done some research. Wanted to be able to keep up with you.”

The gesture touches me more than I expected. “You didn’t have to do that.”

“I wanted to.” She reaches across the table, intertwining her fingers with mine. “I want to know everything about your life, Monica. The good, the bad, and the incredibly complex AI algorithms.”

I laugh, squeezing her hand. “In that case, let me tell you about our latest breakthrough in natural language processing.” As I speak, I marvel at how easy this feels. How right. The nervousness from earlier has evaporated, replaced by a warm contentment.

The waiter appears with our dessert—a decadent chocolate soufflé paired with a sweet dessert wine. Erin’s eyes light up as she takes her first bite. “Oh, this is heavenly. I might need to start working out twice a day if all our dates are like this.”

The casual mention of future dates sends a thrill through me. “I’d be happy to join you. Though I warn you, I’m not much of a morning person.”

She grins, a mischievous glint in her eye. “I’ll just have to find a way to motivate you then.”

The implications of her words hang in the air between us, electric and full of promise. I lean in, my voice low. “I look forward to seeing what you come up with.”

As we finish our dessert, Erin glances at her watch. A pang of disappointment hits me. I’m not ready for the night to end.

“Early day tomorrow?” I ask, trying to keep the disappointment out of my voice.

She shakes her head, a soft smile playing on her lips. “No, no early day. I just…I don’t want this to end.”

My heart skips a beat at her words. I lean in, lowering my voice. “It doesn’t have to.”

Her eyes widen slightly, surprise and anticipation flickering across her face. “What did you have in mind?”

I take a deep breath, pushing aside my usual cautious nature. “How about we go back to my place for a nightcap?”

Her cheeks flush, but her smile grows. “I’d like that.”

We leave the restaurant, the cool night air a contrast to the warmth that’s been building between us all evening. In the car, her thigh presses against mine, sending a jolt of electricity through me.

As we enter my penthouse a while later, Erin’s eyes widen, taking in the expansive living room and floor-to-ceiling windows showcasing the city lights. “Wow, Monica. This is incredible.”

I smile, pleased by her reaction. “Make yourself comfortable. What’s your poison?”

She considers for a moment. “Surprise me.”

I head to the bar, mixing two Old Fashioneds. When I return, she’s standing by the windows, gazing out at the city below. I hand her the drink, our fingers brushing.

“Thank you,” she says, taking a sip. Her eyes close briefly as she savors the taste. “Mmm, perfect.”

I stare at the curve of her neck as she tilts back her head. “I’m glad you approve.”

We stand in comfortable silence for a moment, sipping our drinks and enjoying the view. Then she turns to me, a mischievous glint in her eye. “So, does the CEO of Anderson Tech have a killer sound system to go with this amazing apartment?”

I laugh, setting down my glass. “As a matter of fact, I do.” I walk over to the state-of-the-art sound system, pulling up a playlist. Soft jazz fills the room.

Erin sets her drink aside and holds out her hand. “Dance with me?”

My breath catches in my throat. I take her hand, pulling her close. One hand rests on her waist, the other intertwined with hers. We sway gently to the music, our bodies moving in sync.

“I have to admit,” says Erin, her voice low, “I’ve been wanting to do this all night.”

I raise an eyebrow. “Just dance?”

She looks up at me through her lashes. “Maybe not just dance.”

The tension between us crackles. I lean in slowly, giving her time to pull away if she wants, but she meets me halfway, her lips soft against mine.

The kiss starts gentle, exploratory, but as her arms wind around my neck, pulling me closer, it deepens. I run my tongue along her bottom lip, and she opens for me with a soft sigh.

My hands slide down to her hips, pulling her flush against me. The silk of her dress is smooth under my palms, but I can feel the heat of her skin beneath.

Erin breaks the kiss, her breathing heavy. Her pupils are dilated, and her lips are slightly swollen.

I rest my forehead against hers. “Is this okay?”

She nods, her fingers playing with the hair at the nape of my neck. “More than okay. I’ve been dreaming about this for years.”

Her admission sends a thrill through me. “Years?”

She shrugs, a shy smile on her face. “I was pretty good at hiding it. I never thought I had a chance.”

I cup her face in my hands. “You definitely have a chance now.”

I kiss her again, pouring years of unacknowledged attraction into it. Erin responds with equal fervor, her hands roaming over my back.

We continue swaying to the music, our kisses growing more heated. I trail my lips down her neck, relishing in the small gasp she lets out when I find a sensitive spot.

Erin’s hands slide down to my hips, pulling me impossibly closer. “Monica,” she says, her voice husky. “I want…”

I pull back, meeting her gaze. Her eyes are dark with desire, mirroring my own feelings. “What do you want, Erin?”

She bites her lip, tension and eagerness on her face. “I want you. All of you.”

My heart races at her words. I take a deep breath, trying to regain some control. “Are you sure? We don’t have to rush anything.”

She nods, her expression determined. “I’m sure. I’ve never been surer of anything in my life.”

I search her face for any sign of hesitation but find none. Still, I need to be certain. “If at any point you want to stop, just say the word. Okay?”

“Okay.” She smirks, a playful glint in her eye. “But I don’t think I’ll want to stop.”

I laugh, the sound quickly swallowed by another kiss. This one is different—slower, deeper, and full of promise. As we continue to sway and kiss, lost in our own world, I marvel at how perfectly Erin fits in my arms. It’s as if all those years apart were leading us to this moment.

The music changes to a slower, more sensual song. She presses closer, her body moving sinuously against mine. Her hands slide up my back, leaving a trail of fire in their wake.

I break the kiss, breathing heavily. “Maybe we should move this somewhere more comfortable?” My voice is rough with desire.

She nods, her eyes dark and intense. “Lead the way.”

I take her hand, guiding her toward the bedroom. As we cross the threshold, I pause, giving her one last chance to change her mind, but Erin simply smiles, squeezing my hand. “I’m not going anywhere, Monica. Not unless you want me to.”

I shake my head, pulling her close. “I definitely don’t want you to go anywhere.”

With that, I capture her lips in a searing kiss, my hands roaming over her body. She melts against me, her own hands exploring my curves.

We tumble onto the bed, a tangle of limbs and lips. As we lose ourselves in each other, this feels so right. For some reason, she makes me nervous. Maybe it’s because she’s never had a female lover before, and I want to make the experience special, or maybe it’s just because it’s Erin, and she leaves me rattled and breathless. Whatever the reason, my hand trembles as I reach behind her to fumble for the zipper of her emerald dress.

She pulls back, her eyes searching mine. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah, I’m fine. Just…a little nervous, I guess.”

Her lips curve into a smile. “Me too, but I also can’t wait to see what’s under that sexy black dress.”

My heart flutters at her words, and I lean in to kiss her again, my fingers finally finding purchase on the zipper. I slowly pull it down, exposing her smooth skin inch by inch.

When I’ve reached the bottom, I gently push the fabric off her shoulders, letting it pool around her waist. She shivers as the cool air hits her bare skin, and I run my hands over her exposed flesh, trying to warm her.

“You’re beautiful,” I whisper, trailing kisses down her neck and across her collarbone.

She moans softly, her head falling back as I explore her body. I continue my exploration, kissing my way down to her breasts. I cup them in my hands, feeling their weight and softness before brushing my thumbs over her nipples. They harden instantly against her bra, and she lets out a soft gasp.

“Do you like that?” I ask, my voice low and husky.

“Yes…” She sighs, arching into my touch.

I continue stroking her nipples, teasing them until they’re fully erect. Then, I reach around and unhook her delicate pink bra, tossing it aside. I dip my head, capturing one of her nipples in my mouth. I swirl my tongue around the sensitive bud, and she lets out a moan of pleasure that I feel between my legs as I pulse with desire.

“I want to taste you,” I whisper, moving my lips against her skin.

She nods, her eyes half-closed with lust. I slide my hands down her sides, pushing her dress and panties down her hips. She lifts herself up, allowing me to remove them completely.

I take a moment to admire her naked form, taking in every detail. She’s absolutely stunning with her curves accentuated by the soft light of the moon streaming through the window. “You’re gorgeous,” I say, my voice thick with desire.

She blushes, her cheeks turning a rosy shade of pink. “Thank you.”

I trail my fingers down her stomach, tracing patterns across her soft skin. She shivers, goosebumps rising on her arms.

“Are you ready for me to make you feel good?” I ask, my hand hovering just above her mound. I hesitate for a moment, still giving her a chance to change her mind. This is a big step, especially after eight years apart, but it feels right to me. I want it to be perfect for her too, so she’ll have no regrets.

“Yes, please.” Her eyes are dark with need, and her breathing is shallow.

I lower my hand, cupping her wet heat. She’s already slick with arousal, and my fingers glide easily through her folds. I find her clit and begin to rub slow circles around it, watching her face for signs of pleasure. She bites her lip, fluttering her eyes closed as she arches her hips toward me.

“That’s it, baby. Let me make you feel good.” I increase the pressure and speed of my movements, circling her clit faster and harder. She gasps, bucking her hips as she grinds against my hand. Her vulva is swollen and slick, and her clit is throbbing against my fingers.

“Oh, Monica…I’m so close.” She moans, her body trembling with need.

“Come for me, Erin. I want to watch you come.” I gently push her so she falls back on my bed, taking a moment to kick off my heels without losing contact with her wet heat. I lean over her, continuing to stroke her clit as I capture her lips in a passionate kiss. She eagerly kisses me back, tangling her tongue with mine as she writhes beneath me.

Erin gasps, her hips jerking as she comes. I keep rubbing her clit, drawing out her orgasm as long as possible. She shudders, her whole body shaking with pleasure. When I can finally bear to stop watching her pleasure, I lower my head, wanting to taste her and make her come again.

I lick her clit, swirling my tongue around it before sucking on it. She cries out, her hands fisting in my hair as she bucks her hips against my mouth. I lap at her, savoring her sweet, musky flavor. She tastes like Heaven, and I can’t get enough of her.

Everything about her slickness is enticing. She’s beautiful. Addictive. Delicious. I want to spend hours exploring her body and learning every inch of her, but I don’t want to overwhelm her. She’s never been with a woman before, and I want to take things slowly. I continue to lick and suck her clit, teasing her with my tongue and lips. She moans and gasps, rocking her hips against my mouth as I bring her closer to another climax.

When I feel like she’s close, I slip two fingers inside her as my tongue continues to work her clit. She cries out, clenching around my fingers as she comes again. I keep going, fucking her with my fingers and licking her clit until she’s a quivering mess. She tugs at my hair, pulling me up to her lips. She kisses me hungrily, and I become abruptly aware of my own needs again. I’m so wet, and her kiss makes me clench my thighs. I want her so badly, but I’m not sure if she’s ready for more.

“That was amazing,” she says when we break the kiss for oxygen. She’s flushed and beautiful, looking so just-fucked that it makes my mouth water.

“You’re amazing.” I smile, leaning down to kiss her again. “I want to make you come again.”

She blushes, biting her lip. “I want that too, but I want to do something for you first.”

“What did you have in mind?” I ask, curious.

She smiles, her eyes sparkling with mischief. “I want to go down on you.”

My breath hitches as I imagine her head between my legs, her lips and tongue working my clit. I nod, unable to form words. She grins and pushes me onto my back, kissing me deeply. She trails her lips down my neck, her teeth grazing my skin as she reaches for my zipper. I can’t believe I’m still fully dressed, aside from heels, but bringing Erin pleasure was the only thought in my mind for a while there.

She slides down my zipper, pushing my dress up and off. Then, she removes my bra and leans back on her heels to stare down at my breasts. “God, you’re gorgeous.”

I blush, feeling exposed but also incredibly aroused. She cups my breasts, squeezing and massaging them as she lowers her head to take a nipple in her mouth. She sucks and licks, sending jolts of pleasure straight through me. This might be her first time making love to a woman, but she’s already a natural.

She switches to my other breast, giving it the same attention. I moan, arching my back as she works me over. She takes her time, lavishing my breasts with her tongue and lips. When she finally pulls away, I’m panting and aching with need. “You’re good at this.”

She flushes. “I’m just imagining what I like———something past boyfriends have never gotten right.”

“They were idiots.” I lean up to kiss her, running my fingers through her hair.

She kisses me back, keeping one hand on my breast while the other dips lower. She’s almost shy as she approaches my mound, breaking the kiss to focus her attention.

I watch her watching me, looking for signs of hesitation or doubt. “You don’t have to tonight. Or ever.”

She firms her shoulders. “I want to. I’ve imagined this for so long, and you made me feel so good. I want to do the same for you.”

I nod, letting her know I understand. She traces her fingers through my folds, exploring me. I’m wet and ready, and her touch sends shivers of pleasure through me. She finds my clit, circling it with her finger. I gasp, arching into her. She keeps going, increasing the pressure and speed. She’s a fast learner, and I’m soon writhing beneath her, moaning and begging for more.

She slips a finger inside me, and I cry out. Erin smiles and licks her lips as she lowers her head, holding my gaze as long as she can before the position forces her to look away. She laps at my clit, driving me wild with her talented tongue. She adds another finger, pumping in and out of me as she licks and sucks. I’m so close. I grip her hair, urging her on. She picks up the pace, pressing her tongue against my clit and curling her fingers inside me. I come with a shout, shaking and shuddering as waves of pleasure crash over me.

She doesn’t stop, drawing out my orgasm until I’m spent as I did for her. I collapse against the bed, breathing hard. She gives me a few moments to recover before kissing her way up my body. I wrap my arms around her, pulling her closer. “Do you want to stay here tonight?” I ask.

She moans, snuggling closer. “Probably not the whole night. Everything I have is at my new apartment, and I need my scrubs.” Idly, she plucks my nipple. “I’m not ready for the night to end yet though.”

I nod, pulling her into my arms, content to hold her for a bit before we pleasure each other again. This promises to be one of the best nights of my life.


5

Erin



I stride into the clinic, the memory of Monica’s lips on mine still fresh. The taste of her lingering cherry lip gloss haunts me, a sweet reminder of our night together. I shake my head, forcing myself to focus on the day ahead. There’s no time for daydreams when I have patients to attend to.

Dr. Greenfield intercepts me as I’m hanging up my coat. “Erin, I need you to work with Jensen Boyles today. He’s recovering from a shoulder injury and needs special attention. He’s insisting on getting physical therapy here through the clinic for security reasons, or something, and I think you can manage him.”

My eyebrows shoot up. “The quarterback? Are you sure you want me on this case?”

She nods, her expression serious. “You’ve shown excellent judgment lately. I trust you to handle him.”

I swallow hard, both flattered and nervous. “I’ll do my best.”

As I walk into the therapy room, I spot Jensen immediately. He’s impossible to miss—tall, muscular, and with a face that’s graced countless magazine covers. He’s already on the weight bench, a look of determination etched on his chiseled features.

“Mr. Boyles?” I approach him, clipboard in hand. “I’m Erin Talbot, Dr. Greenfield’s PA. I’ll be assisting with your physical therapy since you don’t want to see a physical therapist.”

He barely glances at me, continuing to lift weights that are clearly too heavy for his current condition. “Yeah, whatever. Just spot me, will you?”

I frown, moving closer to the bench. “Actually, I think we should start with some lighter exercises. Your shoulder needs⁠—”

“Listen, sweetheart,” he interrupts, his voice dripping with condescension, “I know my body better than some rookie PA. I’ve been playing pro ball since before you could spell ‘quarterback.’”

I bristle at his tone but keep my voice level. “With all due respect, Mr. Boyles, I’m a trained professional. Pushing too hard too soon could exacerbate your injury.” I’m beginning to get a picture of why he’s insisting on working in-house for his rehab. It’s just a guess, but I bet he has trouble finding a physical therapist who will put up with him.

He snorts, reaching for an even heavier dumbbell. “I don’t need a lecture from a girl who probably never played a real sport in her life.”

The comment stings more than it should. Images of my own sports career, cut short by injury, flash through my mind. I push them aside, focusing on the task at hand.

“Mr. Boyles, I understand your eagerness to get back in the game, but⁠—”

“Then you understand why I can’t waste time with baby exercises.” He grunts, straining to lift the weight. “I’ve got a season to prepare for.”

I watch his form, noticing the slight tremor in his injured shoulder. “You won’t have a season if you reinjure yourself. Please, let’s start with some targeted stretches and gradually increase⁠—”

“I said I’m fine,” he snaps, his face reddening with exertion.

As he attempts another rep, I see the moment his shoulder gives out. The dumbbell slips from his grasp, and I lunge forward, managing to catch it before it crashes onto his chest.

“Shit,” hisses Jensen, clutching his shoulder.

I set the weight aside, my heart pounding. “This is exactly what I was trying to prevent. Will you listen to me now?”

He glares at me, but the pain in his eyes is evident. “Fine. What do you suggest, Doc?”

I take a deep breath, pushing aside my frustration. “Let’s start with some gentle stretches to assess your range of motion. Then we’ll move on to some isometric exercises designed specifically for rotator cuff injuries.” “Good, now hold that position for ten seconds,” I instruct a few minutes later, watching his face for signs of discomfort.

“This is bullshit,” he mutters but complies.

“I know it feels that way,” I say, keeping my voice calm, “But trust me, this is the fastest way to get you back on the field safely.”

As we continue the session, I notice Jensen’s hostility slowly ebbing. By the end, he’s even asking questions about the exercises and their benefits.

“So, I should do these every day?” he asks as we wrap up.

I nod. “Twice a day if you can manage it, and remember, slow and steady wins the race.”

He rolls his eyes and leaves without a word.

As he leaves, I slump against the wall, exhausted. Dealing with Jensen had taken all my focus, but now thoughts of Monica come rushing back. Her soft skin, her intoxicating scent, the way she’d looked at me like I was the only person in the world…

“Rough session?”

I jump at the sound of Dr. Greenfield’s voice. She’s standing in the doorway, an amused expression on her face.

“You could say that,” I say, straightening up. “But I think we made some progress.”

She nods approvingly. “I knew you could handle him. He’s already burned through two physical therapy practices and three private therapists. We’re his last hope of recovering safely. Good work, Erin.”

As she walks away, I allow myself a small smile. I head to my next appointment, my stride more confident than before.

[image: ]


Five days later, I stride into the clinic, my mind still lingering on last night’s second date with Monica. The memory of her laughter, the softness of her skin, and the way her eyes sparkled in the candlelight—it’s all I can think about, but as I push through the doors, reality crashes back. I have patients to attend to, and one in particular, who’s been giving me grief.

Jensen Boyles, star quarterback and world-class pain in my ass, is already in the therapy room when I arrive for our third session. He’s on the weight bench, grimacing as he lifts a dumbbell that’s clearly too heavy for his recovering shoulder.

“Mr. Boyles,” I say, keeping my voice level. “We talked about this. You need to start with lighter weights.”

He barely glances my way. “I know what I’m doing, sweetheart. This is nothing.”

I grit my teeth at the patronizing tone. “Your shoulder needs time to heal. Pushing too hard now could set back your recovery by weeks, maybe even months.”

“I know my limits better than you, girl.”

His words sting, but I push past it. “With all due respect, Mr. Boyles, my job is to get you back on the field safely, not quickly.”

He snorts, finally setting down the weight. “And my job is to win games. You think my team cares about ‘safely?’ They want results.”

I take a deep breath, reminding myself to stay professional. “I understand the pressure you’re under, but⁠—”

“No, you don’t,” he cuts me off with sudden aggression in his tone and body language. “You have no idea what it’s like. Every day I’m not playing, some rookie is getting closer to taking my spot. I can’t afford to baby this injury.”

For a moment, I see a flicker of vulnerability in his eyes. It’s gone as quickly as it appeared, replaced by his usual bravado, but it’s enough to remind me that beneath the arrogance, he’s just a man afraid of losing everything he’s worked for.

“Mr. Boyles,” I say, softening my tone, “I get it. You’re scared, but trust me, if you reinjure yourself, you won’t just lose your spot—you could lose your entire career. Let’s work together on this, okay?”

He stares at me for a long moment, then nods reluctantly. “Fine. What do you want me to do?”

“More of the same,” I say with false cheer as he glowers at me. We spend the rest of the session working on gentle stretches and light resistance exercises. It’s not much, but it’s progress, though he silently fumes. He has a hair trigger and no control over his temper, so he snaps and curses at me more times than I can count. I try to let it all go as I leave the PT room a bit later, following him as he strides ahead. I don’t want to give up and disappoint Dr. Greenfield, but Boyles is a hard man to help.
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Two weeks later, I’m on the phone with Monica, pacing my apartment as I vent my frustrations.

“He’s impossible, Monica. Every session, it’s the same thing. He pushes too hard, I tell him to slow down, he ignores me until he’s injured again and finally complies. I’m at my wit’s end.”

Monica’s voice is soothing, even with the slight static from her international call. “Have you talked to Dr. Greenfield about this?”

I sigh, running a hand through my hair. “I’ve mentioned it, but I don’t want to seem like I can’t handle it. This is a huge opportunity for me.”

“I get that, but your professional judgment matters too. If he’s not following your instructions, that’s on him, not you.”

She’s right, of course. Monica has a way of cutting through my doubts and insecurities, seeing things clearly when I can’t. “You’re right. I’ll talk to Dr. Greenfield tomorrow. How’s Japan?”

I lean back on my couch, phone pressed to my ear as Monica’s voice filters through. Even with the slight static from her international call, I can hear the excitement in her tone.

“Japan is absolutely incredible, Erin. You wouldn’t believe the energy in Tokyo. The streets are like rivers of neon at night, and during the day, it’s this perfect blend of ultra-modern and ancient tradition.”

I smile, picturing Monica navigating the bustling streets in her designer heels. “Sounds amazing. Are you getting any work done between all the sightseeing?”

She laughs, the sound warming me even from thousands of miles away. “Believe it or not, yes. The tech scene here is unreal. I’ve made some promising contacts for Anderson Tech, but…” Her voice softens. “I wish you were here with me.”

My heart skips a beat. “Really?”

“Of course. There’s this gorgeous garden I found yesterday—all moss and stone lanterns. It’s so peaceful. I kept thinking how much you’d love it.”

I close my eyes, trying to imagine it. “That does sound nice. Maybe someday we can go together.”

We talk for a bit longer before I have to call it a night due to another early-morning appointment with Jensen. My stomach curls with dread at the thought. It’s getting harder and harder to work with him.
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I arrive at the clinic early the next day, my mind still buzzing from last night’s phone call with Monica. The sound of her voice after days apart had sent shivers down my spine, but as I push through the doors, I force those thoughts aside.

Jensen is already in the therapy room when I enter, his muscular frame stretched out on the weight bench. He seems determined to beat me there each session, no matter how early it is. I get the feeling he turns everything into a competition. He grins as I approach, a cocky glint in his eye.

“Morning, doc. Ready to get started?”

I nod, setting down my clipboard. “Let’s begin with some light stretches to warm up your shoulder.”

He stands, towering over me. “Come on. We’ve been doing baby exercises for weeks. I’m ready for the real deal.”

I shake my head. “Mr. Boyles, your shoulder needs time to⁠—”

“Please,” he interrupts, flashing a smile that’s probably melted hearts across America, “Call me Jensen.”

I take a step back, maintaining my professional demeanor. “All right, Jensen, but my point stands. We need to take this slowly.”

He moves closer, invading my personal space. “You know, you’re pretty cute when you’re all serious.”

My cheeks flush, but I stand my ground. “That’s inappropriate, Mr. Boyles. Now, let’s focus on your exercises.”

He chuckles, retreating to the weight rack. “Whatever you say, Doc.”

I guide him through a series of stretches, trying to ignore the way his eyes linger on me. I liked him better when he was just a jerk seeing me as an adversary. He seems to have looked past that and likes the woman I am—a twist for which I’m unprepared. When we finish, I hand him a light dumbbell. “We’ll start with these today.”

Jensen scoffs, reaching for a much heavier weight. “I can handle more than that.”

“Jensen, please. That’s too much for your shoulder right now.”

He ignores me, starting a set of curls. I watch nervously, noticing the strain on his face.

“You need to stop. You’re going to hurt yourself again.”

“I know what I’m doing.” He grunts. Suddenly, he winces, dropping the weight with a clatter. He clutches his shoulder, pain etched across his features. “Dammit.”

I rush to his side. “Let me see.”

He jerks away from my touch. “Don’t. I’m fine.”

“You’re not fine,” I argue. “This is exactly what I was trying to prevent.”

Anger flashes in his eyes. “This is your fault. If you’d just let me push harder⁠—”

“If you’d listened to me, this wouldn’t have happened,” I snap back.

He stands abruptly, looming over me. “You think you know better than me? I’m Jensen fucking Boyles. I’ve won more games than you’ve probably watched in your life.”

I stand my ground, even as my heart races. “And I’m a trained medical professional. My job is to get you back on the field safely, not stroke your ego.”

His face contorts with rage. “You know what? I’m done. I’ll find a real doctor, who knows how to treat star athletes.”

“Go ahead.” I wave a hand. “Any reputable professional will tell you the same thing.”

He grabs his gym bag, wincing as the movement jars his shoulder. “We’ll see about that, and don’t think I won’t be talking to Dr. Greenfield about your attitude. You’ll be lucky if you still have a job by the end of the week.”

As he storms out, I slump against the wall, my hands shaking. I’ve stood up to difficult patients before, but never one with the star power of Jensen Boyles. What if he really does get me fired?

I take a deep breath, steadying myself. No. I did my job. I gave him sound medical advice, which he chose to ignore. Whatever happens next, I acted professionally.

I gather my things, preparing for my next appointment. As I stop by the restroom, I hear Jensen in the men’s room.

I hesitate outside, my hand hovering over the door handle. I shouldn’t eavesdrop, but Jensen’s voice filters through, low and urgent.

“Look, I need another shipment. Yeah, the usual stuff. No, I can’t wait. I’ve got a game coming up, and this PA is riding my ass about taking it slow.”

My breath catches. Is he talking about what I think he’s talking about?

“I don’t care about the risks. You know how much is riding on this season. Just get it to me, all right? I need it soon so it’ll be out of my system in time for testing.”

I step back, my heart pounding. Illegal performance-enhancing drugs. It has to be. The pieces fall into place—his resistance to proper rehab, his insistence on pushing too hard too fast, and his mood swings, coupled with his quick temper.

My mind races. What do I do with this information? If I report him, it could blow up into a massive scandal. The clinic’s reputation would be tarnished, and I’d likely lose my job, but if I stay silent…

The door swings open, and I barely have time to duck around the corner. Jensen strides past, oblivious to my presence. I watch him go, conflict churning in my gut.

I head to Dr. Greenfield’s office, my steps heavy. I should tell her. It’s the right thing to do, but as I raise my hand to knock, I hesitate.

What if she doesn’t believe me? What if Jensen denies everything and turns it around on me? I’m just starting out in my career. Going up against a star athlete could ruin everything I’ve worked for.

I lower my hand, turning away from the door. I need time to think this through.

The rest of the day passes in a blur. I go through the motions with my other patients, but my mind keeps circling back to Jensen’s phone call. By the time I clock out, I’m no closer to a decision.

I make my way to the parking lot, fishing for my keys. A sleek black car pulls up beside me, and the window rolls down. Monica’s face appears, a warm smile lighting up her features.

“Surprise. I thought I’d pick you up for dinner.”

My tension eases at the sight of her. “Monica? I thought you were still in Japan.”

She shrugs, looking pleased with herself. “I wrapped up things early. Couldn’t stand being away from you any longer.”

I climb into the passenger seat, taking in the sight of her. She’s dressed in a crisp white blouse and tailored blazer, looking every inch the successful CEO. The contrast between her put-together appearance and my rumpled scrubs is stark.

“Rough day?” she asks as she pulls out of the parking lot.

I sigh, slumping in my seat. “You could say that.”

She glances at me, concern etched on her face. “Want to talk about it?”

I open my mouth but close it again. How do I even begin to explain this mess? “It’s…complicated,” I say finally.

She nods, not pushing. “I know just the thing to take your mind off work. There’s this amazing new sushi place I’ve been dying to try.”

As we drive, she chatters about her trip to Japan, filling me in on the tech innovations she saw and the potential partnerships she’s lined up. I try to focus on her words, but my mind keeps drifting back to Jensen.

We arrive at the restaurant, a sleek, modern place with low lighting and minimalist decor. As we settle into our seats, she reaches across the table, taking my hand.

“Okay, spill. What’s got you so wound up?”

I look into her concerned eyes and feel my resolve crumble. “I overheard something today. Something I probably wasn’t supposed to hear.”

Monica leans in, her voice low. “What kind of something?”

I take a deep breath. “I think one of my patients—a high-profile athlete—is using performance-enhancing drugs.”

Monica’s eyes widen. “Shit. That’s intense. What are you going to do?”

I shake my head, frustration bubbling up. “I don’t know. If I report it, it could turn into a huge scandal. The clinic’s reputation could take a hit, and I’d probably lose my job, but if I don’t say anything…”

“You’d be complicit,” she finishes.

I nod miserably. “Exactly.”

She’s quiet for a moment, her thumb tracing circles on the back of my hand. “That’s a tough spot, Erin, but you know what you have to do, right?”

I look at her, dread mingled with resignation settling in my stomach. “I have to report it.”

She nods. “It’s the right thing to do, and for what it’s worth, I think Dr. Greenfield will have your back. She seems like the type to value integrity.”

“But what if she doesn’t believe me? What if Jensen denies everything and turns it around on me?”

Monica squeezes my hand. “Then we’ll deal with that together. You’ve got me in your corner, remember?”

A wave of gratitude washes over me. “What did I do to deserve you?”

She grins, some of the tension easing. “Just got lucky, I guess.”

As we order our food, some of the weight lifts from my shoulders. I’m still dreading tomorrow but having Monica’s support makes it feel a little less daunting.

“So,” says Monica as our appetizers arrive, “Tell me more about this athlete. Anyone I might have heard of?”

I hesitate, not sure how much I should reveal. “It’s Jensen Boyles.”

Monica’s eyebrows shoot up. “The quarterback? Damn, Erin. You don’t do anything by halves, do you?”

I groan, burying my face in my hands. “I know. It’s a mess.”

“Hey,” says Monica softly, reaching out to pull my hands away from my face. “Look at me.”

I meet her gaze, seeing nothing but warmth and support in her eyes.

“You’ve got this,” she says firmly. “Whatever happens tomorrow, you can handle this, and I have your back. Okay?”

I nod, feeling a surge of affection for this amazing woman. “Okay.”

As we dig into our sushi, the conversation shifts to lighter topics. Monica regales me with stories of her adventures in Tokyo, and I’m soon laughing despite the knot of anxiety in my stomach.

By the time we finish dinner, I’m feeling more centered. The problem with Jensen still looms, but it no longer feels insurmountable.

As we walk back to Monica’s car, hand in hand, I steal a glance at her profile. The streetlights cast a soft glow on her features, highlighting the determined set of her jaw, and the sparkle in her eyes.

“Thank you,” I say softly.

She looks at me, a questioning tilt to her head. “For what?”

“For being here. For listening.”

Monica stops, turning to face me fully. She cups my face in her hands, her touch impossibly gentle. “Always,” she says before leaning in to kiss me.

As our lips meet, the world falls away. For a moment, there’s no ethical dilemma, no looming confrontation, and no conflict. There’s just Monica, solid and real and mine.

We break apart, both a little breathless. She rests her forehead against mine, her eyes closed.

“Stay with me tonight?” she asks softly.

I nod, not trusting my voice. Whatever tomorrow brings, at least I won’t face it alone.


6

Monica



The sound of urgent voices and frantic typing fills the air as I stride into the main office of Anderson Tech far earlier than usual the next morning, called there because of a crisis. It had sucked leaving my warm bed with Erin tucked in it. My heels click against the polished floor, a sharp contrast to the chaos around me. Evie Boggs, my assistant, rushes to my side, her normally pristine appearance slightly disheveled.

“Ms. Anderson, the situation is critical. Our main client systems have been crashing for the past hour.”

I nod, my mind already racing through potential solutions. “Gather the team in the conference room. We need all hands on deck.”

As Evie scurries off, I make my way to my office, dropping my designer handbag on the sleek glass desk. I take a deep breath, steeling myself for the long hours ahead. Responsibility settles on my shoulders as I take a moment to center myself before heading to the meeting. In the conference room, anxious faces greet me. I scan the room, noting the mix of purpose and fear in my employees’ eyes.

“All right, team. We’ve got a critical bug causing client systems to crash. I need everyone focused and working at top speed. We have forty-eight hours to fix this before our reputation takes a serious hit.”

As I outline the plan of attack, my phone vibrates in my pocket. I ignore it, knowing it’s likely Erin, waking alone to the note I left her. The thought of her sends a pang through my chest, but I push it aside. There’s no time for distractions now.

Hours blur together as we work tirelessly. Computers hum, fingers move across keyboards, and the air grows thick with tension. I move from station to station, offering guidance and support where needed.

“Ms. Anderson?” Evie’s voice cuts through my concentration. “You have a dinner reservation with Erin in an hour.”

Reality crashes back in, and I curse under my breath. The whole day is gone, and it feels like I just got here. “Cancel it. Send my apologies.”

Evie nods, her expression sympathetic. “Of course. What should I tell her?”

I run a hand through my hair, frustration building. “Tell her I’m caught up in an urgent work situation. I’ll make it up to her, I promise.”

As Evie leaves to make the call, I turn back to the task at hand, pushing thoughts of Erin to the back of my mind. The code on the screen before me demands my full attention.

The night wears on, caffeine fueling our efforts. By morning, we’ve made progress, but the finish line still looms far ahead. I catch sight of my reflection in a darkened computer screen—my usually impeccable appearance now rumpled, dark circles forming under my eyes.

Another day passes in a blur of code and coffee. My phone buzzes again, reminding me of another missed date with Erin. Guilt gnaws at me, but I can’t step away. Not now, when we’re so close to a breakthrough.

“Evie,” I call out, my voice hoarse from lack of sleep. “I need you to cancel my plans with Erin again. Send flowers and something nice. Let her know I’m thinking of her.”

Evie nods, her own exhaustion evident. “Right away, Ms. Anderson.”

As she leaves, I overhear snippets of her conversation. “I’m so sorry, Ms. Talbot….Ms. Anderson is deeply regretful…critical work situation…”

I briefly close my eyes, picturing Erin’s disappointed face. The image spurs me on, renewing my determination to solve this crisis and return to her. Hours tick by. The tension in the room rises and falls like a tide as we encounter roadblocks and breakthroughs. Finally, after what feels like an eternity, a cheer erupts from the far corner of the room.

“We’ve got it,” shouts Owen, one of our senior developers. “The bug is fixed!”

Relief washes over me, but I temper my excitement. “Test it. Multiple times. We need to be absolutely certain before we roll this out.”

The next few hours are a flurry of testing and double-checking. When we’re finally confident in the fix, I give the go-ahead to implement it across all client systems.

As the team celebrates our success, I slip away to my office. Collapsing into my chair, I pull out my phone, my finger hovering over Erin’s name. It’s late—or early, depending on how you look at it. I debate whether to call or wait until a more reasonable hour.

Before I can decide, there’s a soft knock at my door. Evie enters, carrying a fresh cup of coffee and a small white envelope.

“Great work, Ms. Anderson,” she says, setting the coffee on my desk. “This came for you earlier.”

I take the envelope, recognizing Erin’s neat handwriting. Inside is a simple note: “I understand. Take care of what you need to. I’ll be here when you’re ready.”

The words bring a smile to my face, easing some of the guilt I’ve been carrying. I look up at Evie, who’s watching me with a knowing expression.

“Evie, I need you to make some special arrangements.’ It’s time I made good on my promises.”

Evie nods, a small smile playing at her lips. “Of course, Ms. Anderson. Anything else?”

I shake my head, already planning my apology to Erin. As Evie turns to leave, I call out, “And, Evie? Thank you for everything.”

She pauses at the door, her expression softening. “You’re welcome, Ms. Anderson. Get some rest.”

As the door closes behind her, I lean back in my chair, exhaustion finally catching up with me, but despite the fatigue, there’s a sense of accomplishment—and hope. Tomorrow, I’ll make things right with Erin. For now, I allow myself a moment of quiet satisfaction, knowing we’ve overcome this crisis and saved the company’s reputation.
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Two days later, when the crisis has finally become manageable, I step out of my office, my heels clicking against the polished floor. The air in the building feels lighter, the frantic energy of the past few days replaced by a cautious optimism. I spot Evie at her desk, her usual pristine appearance restored.

“Evie, I’m heading out for lunch. Hold my calls unless it’s an emergency.”

She nods, a knowing smile playing at her lips. “Enjoy your lunch, Ms. Anderson.”

I make my way to the elevator, my stomach fluttering with anticipation. The ride down feels interminable, and I tap my foot impatiently. As soon as the doors open, I stride across the lobby and out onto the bustling New York street.

The deli is only a few blocks from the clinic where Erin works. I arrive first, choosing a quiet corner table. My fingers drum against the tabletop as I wait, gaze darting to the door every few seconds.

When Erin walks in, my breath catches. She’s wearing purple scrubs with yellow daffodils today, and her hair is pulled back in a messy ponytail, but she’s still the most beautiful woman in the room. Our eyes meet, and her face lights up with a smile that makes my heart skip a beat.

“Monica,” she says, sliding into the seat across from me. “I’m so glad we could finally make this happen.”

I reach across the table, taking her hand in mine. “Erin, I’m so sorry about canceling our dates. This crisis at work⁠—”

She squeezes my hand, cutting me off. “Hey, no need to apologize. I understand. Really. Evie explained a lot of it to me—what she could reveal and what I could understand.” She laughs.

The waitress approaches, and we order sandwiches and iced teas. As she walks away, I turn back to Erin, appreciating the sight of her.

“So,” she says, leaning forward slightly, “Tell me more about this crisis. It must have been pretty intense to keep the great Monica Anderson immersed for so long.”

I chuckle at her teasing tone. “It was a nightmare. Our main client systems started crashing, and we had to work around the clock to fix the bug before our reputation took a hit.”

Her eyes widen. “That sounds incredibly stressful. How are you holding up?”

Her genuine concern warms me. “I’m exhausted, to be honest, but we managed to fix the issue, and now I’m dealing with the aftermath. The board is breathing down my neck, wanting assurances it won’t happen again.”

“That’s a lot of pressure,” says Erin softly. “Is there anything I can do to help?”

I shake my head, smiling. “Just being here, listening to me…means more than you know.”

Our food arrives, and we dig in. Between bites, she tells me about her week at the clinic, her eyes lighting up as she describes a particularly challenging case.

“I’ve never seen an injury quite like it,” she says, gesturing with her sandwich. “Dr. Greenfield let me take the lead on the treatment plan. It was exhilarating.”

I’m hanging on her every word, captivated by her passion. “That’s amazing. You’re really making a name for yourself there, aren’t you?”

She blushes, ducking her head. “I’m trying. It’s not easy, but I love the challenge.”

As we finish our meals, I realize how much lighter I feel. The stress of the past few days seems to melt away in her presence.

“Thank you,” I say suddenly.

Erin looks at me, clearly puzzled. “For what?”

“For being so understanding. For just…being you.” I reach across the table again, taking her hand. “I haven’t been the most reliable person lately, but I want you to know how much I appreciate you.”

Her eyes soften, and she intertwines our fingers. “Monica, I get it. We both have demanding careers, but I’m here, okay? Whatever you need.”

In that moment, looking into her eyes, certainty settles over me. Erin is special. She understands me in a way no one else has. The connection between us is undeniable, and I’m falling harder with each passing second. “I don’t deserve you.”

Erin laughs, the sound like music to my ears. “Don’t sell yourself short. You’re pretty amazing yourself.”

We linger over our empty plates, reluctant to part, but eventually, she glances at her watch and sighs. “I have to get back to the clinic,” she says regretfully.

I nod, standing up. “I should head back to the office too. Walk you to work?”

Erin beams at me. “I’d love that.”

We step out into the sunlight, our hands brushing as we walk. The short distance to the clinic passes too quickly, and soon, we’re standing outside the entrance.

“This was nice,” says Erin, turning to face me. “We should do it again soon. Maybe without a work crisis getting in the way?”

I laugh, nodding. “Absolutely. I’ll call you tonight?”

“I’ll be waiting,” she says with a wink.

I watch her disappear into the building, a smile playing on my lips.

I stride back toward the office, my mind still lingering on Erin’s smile. The warm afternoon sun feels pleasant on my skin. As I approach the gleaming glass facade of our building, a nagging thought surfaces.

Jensen. I completely forgot to ask Erin about him.

I pull out my phone, ready to send a quick text, when Evie bursts through the front doors. Her usually impeccable appearance is disheveled, hair escaping her normally sleek ponytail.

“Ms. Anderson?” She calls out, waving frantically. “We have a situation.”

I quicken my pace, meeting her at the entrance. “What’s going on?”

Evie takes a deep breath, composing herself. “It’s the Nakamura account. There’s been a breach, and they were already testy after the previous failures.”

My stomach drops. Nakamura Industries is our biggest client, a multinational tech conglomerate that’s been with us since the beginning. A security breach could be catastrophic.

“How bad?” I ask, already striding toward the elevators.

Evie hurries to keep up. “We’re not sure yet. The tech team is working on containment, but…”

She trails off as we step into the elevator. I punch the button for our floor, my mind racing through potential scenarios and damage control strategies.

“But what, Evie?” I prompt, my voice sharper than I intend.

She flinches slightly. “There’s chatter online. Someone’s threatening to release sensitive information.”

The elevator doors open, and I’m immediately hit by a wave of frantic energy. The office is in chaos, people rushing back and forth, with voices raised in urgent discussion. I make a beeline for the conference room, Evie hot on my heels. Inside, I find our head of cybersecurity, Jake, hunched over a laptop. His face is pale, dark circles under his eyes suggesting he hasn’t slept in days. That’s pretty accurate, since we’ve only had a couple of quiet days since the last crisis.

“Jake?” I say, causing him to look up. “Give me the rundown.”

He runs a hand through his messy hair. “It’s bad, Monica. Someone’s gotten into Nakamura’s R&D files. They’re threatening to release details of unreleased products unless a ransom is paid.”

I lean against the table, processing this information. “How did they get in? I thought we just upgraded our security protocols.”

He nods, frustration evident in his voice. “We did. This…this is something new. They found a vulnerability we didn’t even know existed.”

I take a deep breath, centering myself. “Okay. First things first. Have we contained the breach?”

“We think so, but we can’t be certain until we trace the source.”

I nod, already formulating a plan. “Evie, get Nakamura on the line. We need to brief them immediately.”

Evie nods and rushes out of the room.

“Jake, I want every available team member working on this. Find the source, plug the hole, and recover any stolen data if possible. This sounds more like a security breach than a failure of our AI but do everything you can to help Nakamura. We don’t want to take any of the blame for this.” Our reputation can’t take it after the catastrophic crash a few days ago.

He’s already typing furiously. “On it.”

I turn to leave, but his voice stops me. “Monica, what about the ransom demand?”

I pause at the door, considering. Paying would be the quickest solution, but it sets a dangerous precedent. “We don’t negotiate with cybercriminals, and I can’t advise Nakamura to go that route either. Find another way.”

As I step back into the main office, I’m hit by a sense of déjà vu. Wasn’t it just days ago we were dealing with another crisis? The weight of responsibility settles heavily on my shoulders.

Evie approaches, phone in hand. “I have Mr. Nakamura on the line.”

I take the phone, steeling myself for a difficult conversation. “Mr. Nakamura, this is Monica Anderson. We have a situation…”

The next few hours pass in a blur of frantic activity. I move from department to department, coordinating efforts and making decisions on the fly. The tension in the air is palpable, everyone acutely aware of what’s at stake.

As night falls, I’m back in the conference room, surrounded by empty coffee cups and takeout containers. Jake and his team are still working, their faces illuminated by the glow of computer screens.

“Any progress?” I ask, massaging my temples to ward off an impending headache.

Jake looks up, a glimmer of hope in his tired eyes. “We think we’ve traced the source. It’s coming from inside Nakamura Industries.”

I straighten up, suddenly alert. “What?”

He nods, pulling up a complicated-looking diagram on the main screen. “The breach originated from an IP address within their network. It looks like an inside job.”

This changes everything. If the threat is coming from within Nakamura, it’s not just a security issue anymore. It’s potential corporate espionage, and there’s no way my AI system can be blamed.

“Good work,” I say, already reaching for my phone. “I need to update Mr. Nakamura.”

As I dial, my eyes fall on an instant photo on my desk in a frame. It’s of Erin and me, taken by a photographer in Central Park during a recent stroll. The ambitious young man sold it to me for twenty bucks. I feel a pang of guilt, realizing I haven’t thought about her in hours. I make a mental note to call her as soon as this crisis is under control.

Mr. Nakamura answers on the second ring. “Anderson-san, do you have news?”

I take a deep breath. “Yes, Mr. Nakamura, but I’m afraid it’s not good…” At least for them. It’s great news for Anderson Tech, but I’m not going to admit that. He’s an important client and friend, so we’ll do everything we can to help them weather this crisis.
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I take a deep breath, steadying myself as Jensen’s latest therapy session comes to an end. It’s been four appointments since I overheard his conversation, and I still don’t know what to do. My muscles tense as I prepare for the inevitable. Like clockwork, Jensen’s hand brushes against my lower back as he stands.

“How about we grab a drink later, Erin? I know this great little bar downtown.”

I step away, creating distance between us. “I appreciate the offer, Jensen, but I can’t socialize with patients outside of work. It’s unprofessional.”

His jaw clenches, eyes narrowing. “Come on. Don’t be like that. I’m not just any patient.”

“You’re right. You’re a high-profile athlete, which makes maintaining boundaries even more important.”

Jensen scoffs, reaching for his duffel bag. As he lifts it, the zipper catches, spilling the contents across the floor. Clothes, a water bottle, and…a syringe roll out.

My heart pounds as I stare at the needle. He freezes, his face draining of color.

I kneel down, carefully picking up the syringe. “We need to talk about this.”

“It’s nothing,” he snaps, snatching it from my hand.

I stand slowly, keeping my voice calm. “Steroid use is dangerous, especially while recovering from an injury. I can help you⁠—”

Before I can finish, his hand slams into the wall beside my head. He looms over me, eyes blazing with anger and fear.

“You don’t know what you’re talking about. If you breathe a word of this to anyone, I’ll make sure you never work in sports medicine again. Got it?”

I swallow hard, fighting to keep my voice steady. “I’m on your side. I want to help you recover safely and⁠—”

“I said, got it?” His fingers dig into my shoulder, pinning me against the wall.

My heart races, adrenaline coursing through my veins. I nod slowly, not trusting my voice.

Jensen releases me, stepping back. He runs a hand through his hair, composing himself. “Good. Now forget you saw anything.”

He grabs his bag, shoving everything back inside before storming out of the room. The door slams behind him, leaving me alone with my racing thoughts and shaking hands.

I slide down the wall, hugging my knees to my chest. What am I supposed to do now? If I report this, Jensen could follow through on his threat, but if I stay silent, I’m putting his health at risk and compromising my ethics.

Standing up, I smooth my clothes and take a deep breath. I have more patients to see before I can even think about dealing with this situation. One step at a time, Erin.

As I reach for the door handle, my hand trembles slightly. I pause, clenching my fist to steady myself. I can do this. I have to do this.

Opening the door, I plaster on a smile and step into the hallway. Time to face the rest of my day, pretending everything is normal while carrying the weight of Jensen’s secret.

My next patient, an elderly woman recovering from hip surgery, chatters away as I guide her through her exercises. I nod and smile, offering encouragement, but my mind keeps drifting back to Jensen and the syringe.

“Are you all right, dear?” asks Mrs. Hendricks, peering at me with concern. “You seem distracted today.”

I snap back to attention, forcing a brighter smile. “I’m fine, Mrs. Hendricks. Just a bit tired. Now, let’s try that leg lift one more time.”

As the day progresses, I throw myself into my work, focusing intently on each patient. It’s easier than dwelling on Jensen’s threat or the ethical dilemma I now face.

By the time my shift ends, I’m emotionally drained. I change out of my scrubs in the locker room, my movements mechanical. As I pull on my blouse, I notice a small bruise forming where Jensen grabbed my shoulder. I quickly button up, hiding the evidence.

Stepping out of the clinic, the cool evening air hits my face. I take a deep breath, trying to clear my head before heading to my car. The incident with Jensen is now on full replay in my head since I don’t have patients to distract me.

I slide into my car, hands shaking as I fumble with the keys. The encounter with Jensen replays in my mind, his anger and the threat still fresh. As I pull out of the parking lot, my gaze dart to the rearview mirror, scanning for any sign of him.

The streets are quiet as I drive, the familiar route home doing little to calm my nerves. At a stoplight, I notice a dark SUV two cars behind me. My heart rate picks up. It could be anyone, I tell myself, but doubt gnaws at me.

The light turns green, and I make a right turn instead of my usual left. The SUV follows. I take a deep breath, trying to steady myself. It could be coincidence. I make another turn, this time left. The SUV is still there.

My palms are sweaty on the steering wheel as I take a series of random turns, trying to lose the vehicle. Each time I check my mirror, it’s there, keeping a consistent distance. Is it Jensen? Did he send someone to follow me?

I reach for my phone, desperate to hear Monica’s voice, to share my fears with someone. The call goes straight to voicemail. “Monica, it’s me. I…I think someone’s following me. Can you call me back as soon as you can?”

My voice sounds strained even to my own ears. I hang up, realizing too late that I probably shouldn’t have left such an alarming message. What if I’m just being paranoid?

I make another turn, this time onto a busier street. The SUV is momentarily blocked by other cars, and I seize the opportunity to pull into a nearby parking garage. My heart pounds as I wind up to the third level, praying I’ve lost my pursuer.

Finding a spot hidden between two large trucks, I kill the engine and slouch down in my seat. Minutes tick by as I strain to hear any sound of another vehicle. Nothing.

After what feels like an eternity, I cautiously sit up, peering around. The garage is quiet, with no sign of the SUV. I let out a shaky breath, realizing I’ve been holding it.

My phone buzzes, making me jump. It’s not Monica, but a text from my mom: “How was your day, sweetie? Don’t forget Aunt Linda’s birthday next week.”

I stare at the innocuous message, the normality of it jarring against my current state. How do I even begin to explain what’s happening?

Taking a few deep breaths, I try to calm myself. Maybe I overreacted. Maybe it wasn’t Jensen, or anyone following me at all, but the memory of his anger, the syringe, and his threat linger.

I start the car again, deciding to take a long, circuitous route home. As I drive, I keep checking my mirrors, but there’s no sign of the SUV. By the time I pull into my apartment complex, my nerves are frayed, but I’m reasonably sure I wasn’t followed here.

Inside my apartment, I double-check the locks before collapsing onto the couch. The silence is oppressive. I try Monica again, but it goes to voicemail once more.

“Hey, it’s me again. Sorry about that last message. I’m home now, and everything’s fine. Just…call me when you can, okay?”

I hang up, feeling silly and alone. The apartment suddenly seems too big and too quiet. I turn on the TV for background noise, not really watching as I try to process the day’s events.

What am I going to do about Jensen? If I report him, he could ruin my career. If I don’t, I’m compromising everything I believe in as a medical professional, and now, the possibility that he might be having me followed…

A knock at the door makes me nearly jump out of my skin. I approach cautiously, peering through the peephole. It’s Mrs. Grayson from next door, holding a covered dish.

I open the door, trying to compose myself. “Hi, Mrs. Grayson.”

“Erin, dear. I made too much lasagna and thought you might like some. You work so hard, and I’m sure you don’t always have time to cook.”

Her kindness, so normal and unexpected, nearly brings me to tears. “That’s so thoughtful. Thank you.”

As I take the dish, she peers at me with concern. “Are you all right, dear? You look a bit pale.”

I force a smile. “Just a long day at work. Nothing a good night’s sleep won’t fix.”

She nods, obviously not entirely convinced. “You take care of yourself and let me know if you need anything.”

As I close the door, the aroma of the lasagna fills the apartment, reminding me I haven’t eaten since lunch. I set the dish on the counter, my appetite warring with my churning stomach.

I stare at the lasagna, my stomach growling in protest. The aroma is tempting, but anxiety churns within me, making the thought of eating nauseating. I shove the dish into the fridge, promising myself I’ll eat later.

My phone remains silent. No call from Monica. I check it again, willing a message to appear. Nothing.

Sighing, I sink onto the couch, hugging a pillow to my chest. The TV drones on, but I’m not really watching. My mind replays the confrontation with Jensen on an endless loop.

A car horn blares outside, making me jump. I rush to the window, peeking through the blinds. Just a cab driver honking at a jaywalker. I exhale slowly, trying to calm my racing heart.

Back on the couch, I grab my phone again. Should I try Monica one more time? No, I don’t want to seem desperate, but I need to talk to someone.

I scroll through my contacts, stopping at Dr. Greenfield’s name. She’s my boss, but she’s also been a mentor. Maybe she could advise me without specifics. My finger hovers over the call button, but I hesitate. What if Jensen finds out I spoke to her?

Frustrated, I toss aside the phone. I’m on my own with this.

Hours pass. I pace the apartment, double-checking locks, startling at every creak and groan of the building. Sleep eludes me completely.

Around three a.m., I give up on rest and boot up my laptop. I start researching steroid use in athletes, medical ethics, and whistleblower protections. The information is overwhelming, and none of it makes me feel better about my situation. I finally fall into an exhausted sleep around dawn, no closer to a solution and feeling hurt that Monica still hasn’t called me back.
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I stumble through the door of my apartment, my legs wobbling beneath me after the grueling trip to Silicon Valley. The past few days hang heavily on my shoulders as I kick off my Louboutins and drop my designer bag on the floor. I don’t even bother hanging up my coat, just letting it fall where it may.

My phone buzzes in my pocket. I fish it out, squinting at the screen. It’s Erin. Again. Guilt washes over me as I see the string of missed calls and messages I’ve neglected over the past couple of days.

“Dammit,” I mutter, running a hand through my disheveled hair. I need to see her. Now.

I grab my keys, push my feet into sneakers, and rush out the door, not bothering to change out of my wrinkled business suit. The drive to Erin’s apartment feels interminable, with every red light an eternity. When I finally arrive, I take a deep breath before knocking on her door.

Erin opens it, eyes widening in surprise. “Monica? I didn’t expect⁠—”

“I’m so sorry,” I blurt out, the words tumbling over each other. “There was an emergency with the company. A major software bug. I had to fly to Silicon Valley to smooth things over with our clients. I should have called. I should have texted. I just…I got caught up in everything and…”

Erin’s expression softens. She steps aside, gesturing for me to come in. “It’s okay. I understand. Come in. You look exhausted.”

I step inside, instantly relaxing. It’s a far cry from my sleek, modern place, but it feels warm. Lived-in. Like Erin.

“Can I get you something to drink?” asks Erin, heading toward the kitchen. “Water? Tea?”

“Water would be great, thanks.” I sink onto her well-worn couch. My body aches from the stress and travel.

She returns with two glasses of water and sits beside me, her thigh brushing against mine. The contact sends a small jolt through me, reminding me how much I’ve missed her these past few days.

“So,” says Erin, taking a sip of her water, “Tell me about this emergency.”

I launch into the story, detailing the frantic hours spent coding, the tense meetings with angry clients, and the sleepless nights fueled by too much coffee and not enough food. As I talk, I can see the concern in Erin’s eyes, mixed with something else. Hurt?

“I’m sorry I wasn’t available,” I say again, reaching out to take her hand. “I should have at least sent you a quick message to let you know what was going on.”

Erin squeezes my hand. “I appreciate that. I was worried, and…” She trails off, biting her lower lip.

“And?” I prompt gently.

“And I could have really used your support these past few days,” she says quietly.

My stomach drops. “What happened? Is everything okay?”

Erin takes a deep breath. “It’s Jensen. Things have…escalated.”

I sit up straighter, my fatigue forgotten. “Tell me everything.”

She recounts the events of the past few days—finding the syringe in Jensen’s bag, his aggressive reaction when confronted, the threats to her career, and the possibility he followed her, though she hasn’t seen any further indication of that since. As she speaks, I can see the toll it’s taken on her. There are dark circles under her eyes, and her usual confidence seems diminished.

“He said if I reported him, he’d make sure I never worked in sports medicine again,” says Erin, her voice barely above a whisper. “I don’t know what to do. If I stay silent, I’m putting his health at risk, but if I report him…”

I take both of her hands in mine, my thumb tracing circles on her skin. “What Jensen is doing is wrong on so many levels. He’s not just risking his own health, he’s compromising the integrity of the sport, and threatening you. That’s completely unacceptable.”

Erin nods, but I can see the hesitation in her eyes. “I know, but my career⁠—”

“Your career will be fine,” I say firmly. “Trust me. I know a thing or two about navigating difficult situations in male-dominated fields.”

I lean back, memories of my early days in the tech world flooding back. “When I first started Anderson Tech, I can’t tell you how many times I was dismissed or underestimated because I was a woman, and a young one at that.”

Erin listens intently as I recount my experiences—the condescending remarks, the inappropriate advances, and the constant need to prove myself.

“There was this one investor…” I shake my head at the memory. “Mr. Nakamura told me flat out that he didn’t think a ‘little girl’ like me could handle running a tech company. Said I should stick to something more suited to my talents, like fashion or makeup.”

Erin gasps. “What did you do?”

A smirk plays at my lips. “I looked him straight in the eye and said, ‘Well, sir, I suppose I could give you a makeover. God knows you need one, but I’d much rather revolutionize the tech industry. Now, are you in, or are you going to let your outdated prejudices cost you the opportunity of a lifetime?’”

Erin laughs, the sound warming me from the inside out. “And?”

“And he invested,” I say with a shrug. “Turns out, competence speaks louder than gender stereotypes.” I squeeze Erin’s hands again. “The point is, you can’t let fear of repercussions stop you from doing what’s right. Jensen is the one in the wrong here, not you, and if he tries to follow through on his threats, well…” I grin. “Let’s just say I know about dealing with bullies in positions of power.”

She takes a deep breath, seeming to draw strength from my words. “You’re right. I can’t let him intimidate me into silence, but…what if reporting him isn’t enough? What if he denies everything?”

I nod, understanding her concern. “Documentation is key. Start keeping a detailed record of everything—dates, times, and specific incidents. If you can, try to get some concrete evidence, but be careful. Don’t put yourself in any dangerous situations.”

She nods, her expression becoming more determined. “I can do that, and…thank you, Monica.”

I lean in, pressing a soft kiss to her lips. “Always. I’m sorry I wasn’t here sooner, but I promise, you’re not alone in this. We’ll figure it out together, okay?”

She nods, some of the tension leaving her body as she leans into me. We sit there in comfortable silence for a moment.

Finally, Erin speaks up. “So…tell me more about this software bug. How bad was it really?”

I groan dramatically, flopping back on the couch. “Oh, you have no idea…”
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The next day, I stride into Greenfield Sports Medicine Clinic, a brown paper bag clutched in one hand and my phone in the other. The receptionist looks up as I approach, her eyes widening slightly at my tailored suit and sky-high heels.

“I’m here to see Erin Talbot,” I say, flashing a smile. “I’ve brought her lunch.”

The receptionist hesitates. “Ms. Talbot is with a patient right now. I’m not sure if⁠—”

“That’s fine,” I interrupt smoothly. “I’ll wait.”

I settle into one of the chairs in the waiting area, crossing my legs and pulling out my phone. I’m responding to emails when I hear a familiar voice.

“Monica?” Erin stands in the doorway, surprise evident on her face. “What are you doing here?”

I stand, smoothing my skirt. “Surprise,” I say, holding up the bag. “I brought lunch.”

Erin’s face breaks into a smile, but I notice the tension around her eyes. “That’s so sweet of you. I’m just finishing up with a patient. Give me five minutes?”

I nod, settling back into my seat. As Erin disappears back through the door, I catch a glimpse of a tall, muscular man with blonde hair. Jensen Boyles. My jaw tightens involuntarily.

True to her word, Erin emerges five minutes later, followed by Jensen. She introduces us, her voice carefully neutral.

“Monica Anderson,” I say, extending my hand. “Erin’s friend.” I use the anemic term because I’m sure Erin hasn’t come out to her coworkers yet, and I won’t out her until she’s ready. I know how bad that can go.

His eyebrows raise slightly as he shakes my hand. His grip is firm, almost too firm, like he’s trying to best me. “Jensen Boyles. Nice to meet you.”

“Likewise,” I say, my tone cool. “I’ve heard so much about you.”

Jensen’s smile doesn’t reach his eyes. “All good things, I hope.”

“Oh, of course,” I say, my voice dripping with sugary sweetness. “Erin’s very dedicated to her patients’ well-being.”

His smile falters for a fraction of a second. “I should get going. Thanks for the session, Erin. See you next time.”

As Jensen walks away, I turn to Erin. “So, lunch?”

Erin nods, leading me to a small break room. As soon as the door closes behind us, she lets out a long breath. “Thanks for coming. I needed this today.”

I set the bag on the table, unpacking containers of sushi as she opens them. “How are you holding up?”

Erin shrugs, picking up a piece of salmon nigiri. “It’s…tense. Jensen’s been on edge ever since I confronted him about the steroids. He hasn’t said anything outright threatening, but…”

I reach across the table, squeezing her hand. “But you can feel it.”

She nods, her eyes meeting mine. “Yeah. It’s like walking on eggshells every time I’m around him.”

“Have you thought more about reporting him?”

Erin sighs, setting down her chopsticks. “I’ve been documenting everything, like you suggested, but I’m still scared, Monica. What if it’s not enough? What if he denies everything, and I end up looking like the bad guy?”

I lean forward, my voice low. “Listen to me. You’re doing the right thing. Jensen is the one in the wrong here, not you, and if he tries anything, he’ll have to deal with me.”

A knock at the door interrupts us. Dr. Greenfield pokes her head in. “Erin, I— Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t realize you had company.”

I stand, extending my hand. “Dr. Greenfield? I’m Monica Anderson, Erin’s friend. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

Dr. Greenfield shakes my hand, her grip firm and professional. “Ms. Anderson. It’s nice to meet you.”

I smile, noting the way Dr. Greenfield’s eyes flick between Erin and me with a hint of speculation. “I hope I’m not interrupting anything important. I just wanted to surprise Erin with lunch.”

“Not at all,” says Dr. Greenfield. “I was just going to ask Erin about Jensen Boyles’ progress, but it can wait. Enjoy your lunch, Erin. We’ll catch up later.”

As Dr. Greenfield leaves, I turn back to Erin. “She seems nice.”

Erin nods, picking up her chopsticks again. “She is. I just hope…I hope she’ll be on my side if things with Jensen escalate.”

I sit back down, my gaze never leaving Erin’s face. “Tell me more about your interactions with Jensen. Has he said anything specific that worries you?”

Erin takes a deep breath, pushing her food around. “It’s more what he doesn’t say. The way he looks at me sometimes…it’s like he’s daring me to say something, and during our sessions, he pushes himself harder than he should, like he’s trying to prove something.”

I nod, processing this information. “Classic intimidation tactics. He’s trying to make you doubt yourself.”

Erin’s shoulders slump. “It’s working. Sometimes, I wonder if I’m just imagining things, you know? Maybe I’m overreacting.”

I reach out, tilting her chin so she’s looking at me. “You’re not overreacting,. Trust your instincts. They’ve gotten you this far, haven’t they?”

A small smile tugs at the corners of her mouth. “Yeah, I guess they have.”

We finish our lunch, talking about lighter topics. As I’m packing up the containers, Erin suddenly grabs my hand. “Thank you for coming today. For being here. It means more than you know.”

I lean in, pressing a soft kiss to her lips. “Always..”

As we leave the break room, we nearly collide with Jensen, who’s leaning against the wall outside. His eyes narrow as he takes in our clasped hands.

“Forgot my phone,” he says, his voice deceptively casual. “Didn’t mean to interrupt.”

I step forward slightly, positioning myself between Jensen and Erin. “No interruption at all. We were just finishing up. It was nice meeting you earlier, Jensen. I’m sure we’ll be seeing more of each other.”

Jensen’s smile is cold. “Looking forward to it.”

As we walk away, I can feel Jensen’s eyes boring into my back. I squeeze Erin’s hand reassuringly, my mind already racing with plans. Jensen Boyles may think he has the upper hand, but he has no idea with whom he’s dealing.

Erin walks me to my car, her steps slowing as we approach. “Monica, I⁠—”

I turn to face her, taking both her hands in mine. “You don’t have to say anything. I know this is hard, but you’re doing the right thing, and I’m here, every step of the way.”

Erin nods, her eyes shining with unshed tears. “I know. I just…thank you. For everything.”

I pull her into a tight hug, inhaling the scent of her hair. As we part, I see a flicker of movement out of the corner of my eye. Jensen, watching us from a second-floor window. I meet his gaze, my expression hardening.

“Remember,” I say to Erin, my voice low but firm, “You’re stronger than you think, and you have people in your corner. Don’t let him make you forget that.”

As I drive away, I watch Erin in my rearview mirror. She stands tall, her shoulders squared, as she walks back into the clinic. I hope my visit made it clear to Jensen that she has powerful allies and helped Erin feel more confident too.
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I arrive at work early, eager to start the day. The crisp morning air nips at my cheeks as I push through the clinic’s glass doors. Something’s off. The usual buzz of activity is absent, replaced by a heavy silence.

My coworkers avoid eye contact. Kelly, usually chatty, turns away when I approach. I frown, confused by the cold reception.

“Morning, everyone,” I say, forcing a cheerful tone.

Murmured responses. Nothing more.

I head to my office, puzzled. A sticky note on my computer screen catches my eye: “All morning appointments canceled. See Dr. Greenfield ASAP.”

My stomach drops. What’s going on?

I knock on Dr. Greenfield’s door, my palms sweaty.

“Come in, Erin.” Dr. Greenfield sits behind her desk, her face unreadable. “Have a seat.”

I perch on the edge of the chair, tense. “Is everything okay?”

She sighs, rubbing her temples. “I’m afraid not. We’ve received a formal complaint against you.”

My mind races. A complaint? From whom? About what?

“Jensen Boyles has filed a sexual harassment claim.”

The words hit me like a punch to the gut. “What? That’s ridiculous.”

Dr. Greenfield holds up a hand. “I need you to walk me through exactly what happened during your sessions with Jensen.”

I take a deep breath, trying to calm my racing heart. “Of course. I’ve been nothing but professional with Jensen. He’s been difficult, pushing boundaries, but I’ve maintained strict professionalism.”

“Can you be more specific?”

I nod, recounting our interactions in detail. As I speak, I realize how Jensen might have twisted things. My insistence on proper form during stretches. The accidental touches during therapy. All innocent, but easily misconstrued by someone with an agenda.

“There’s something else you should know,” I say, my voice shaking. “I suspect Jensen’s using steroids. I found a syringe in his bag.”

Dr. Greenfield’s eyebrows shoot up. “That’s a serious accusation, Erin.”

“I know. When I confronted him, he became aggressive. Threatened me.”

“Why didn’t you report this immediately?”

I look down, ashamed. “I was scared. Confused. I didn’t want to jeopardize my career over an accusation I couldn’t prove.”

Dr. Greenfield leans back, studying me. “Is there anything else that might be relevant here? Anything at all?”

I swallow hard. It’s now or never. “Yes. I’m…I’m a lesbian, so I had no interest in Jensen in that way despite his overtures toward me.” I should be the one filing a harassment complaint, but I don’t want to delve into that in light of the other exposures so far today.

The words hang in the air. Dr. Greenfield’s expression softens. “Thank you for telling me, Erin. That takes courage.”

Relief washes over me. “I should have said something sooner. It’s just…I’ve never really been out at work before.”

She nods. “I appreciate your honesty. It certainly provides context for this situation.” She stands, pacing behind her desk. “Here’s what we’re going to do. I’m launching an immediate investigation into Jensen’s claims and your concerns about steroid use. We’ll also look into his past behavior with other medical professionals.”

I exhale, tension easing from my shoulders. “Thank you, Dr. Greenfield.”

“Don’t thank me yet,” she says, her tone serious. “I have to put you on leave for a few days while we sort this out. It’s standard procedure.”

My heart sinks. “I understand.”

“Erin, look at me.” I meet her gaze. “I won’t let Jensen’s fame or standing interfere with finding the truth. You have my word on that.”

I nod, grateful for her support. “What should I do now?”

“Go home. Rest. I’ll be in touch soon with updates.”

I stand, legs shaky. As I reach the door, Dr. Greenfield speaks again.

“Erin? For what it’s worth, I believe you.”

Those words buoy me as I gather my things, ignoring the curious stares of my coworkers. Outside, I take a deep breath of fresh air, trying to process everything that’s happened.

My phone buzzes. A text from Monica: “Lunch today?”

I smile, despite everything. At least I have her in my corner. I type a quick reply: “Yes, please. We need to talk.”

As I walk toward the subway, I steel myself for the conversation ahead. It’s going to be a long few days, but with Monica’s support and Dr. Greenfield’s promise to investigate, I feel a glimmer of hope. The truth will come out. It has to.

Several minutes later, I push open the door to the small bistro, spotting Monica already seated at a table near the window. She waves, a smile brightening her face as I approach.

My steps falter, anxiety churning in my stomach. “Hey,” I say, sliding into the chair across from her.

Her smile fades as she takes in my expression. “What’s wrong?”

I take a deep breath. “It’s been a rough morning.”

The waiter appears, and we quickly order—a Caesar salad for Monica, and soup and sandwich for me. As he walks away, she leans forward, her dark eyes intent on my face.

“Tell me everything.”

I recount the meeting with Dr. Greenfield, Jensen’s accusations, and my forced leave of absence. Her expression grows increasingly troubled as I speak.

“That’s insane,” she says when I finish. “Jensen’s clearly trying to cover his own ass. You need to fight this, Erin.”

I nod, pushing around my soup with my spoon. “Dr. Greenfield promised a thorough investigation. She believes me.”

Monica frowns. “That’s great, but it might not be enough. You should consider getting your own lawyer.”

“What? No, that’s not necessary,” I protest. “Dr. Greenfield will handle this fairly. I trust her.”

“I’m sure she will, but you need to protect yourself. This could seriously damage your career if it’s not handled properly.”

I shake my head. “Bringing in a lawyer would make it look like I have something to hide. I don’t. The truth will come out.”

She sighs, leaning back in her chair. “I hope you’re right. I just worry about you.”

“I know,” I say softly, “And I appreciate it, but I really think Dr. Greenfield has my back on this.”

We eat in silence for a few minutes. Concern is etched on Monica’s face, and it warms my heart even as it makes me feel guilty for worrying her. “So,” I say, attempting to lighten the mood, “How are things at Anderson Tech? Any more crises?”

Monica rolls her eyes. “Always, but nothing we can’t handle. How about you? How are you really doing with all this?”

I pause, considering my answer. “Honestly? I’m scared. I worked so hard to get where I am, and now it could all be taken away because of Jensen’s lies.”

She reaches across the table, squeezing my hand. “We won’t let that happen. I’m here for you, whatever you need.”

I smile, grateful for her support. “Thanks. Just having you here helps more than you know.”

We finish our meal, discussing lighter topics—Monica’s latest tech project and a new restaurant she wants us to try. As we prepare to leave, she fixes me with a serious look. “Promise me you’ll at least think about getting a lawyer? Just in case?”

I hesitate, then nod reluctantly. “I’ll think about it, but I really believe Dr. Greenfield will sort this out.”

Monica doesn’t look entirely convinced, but she lets it go. We step outside. “Want to grab coffee?” asks Monica. “I’ve got some time before my next meeting.”

I shake my head. “Thanks, but I think I need some time alone to process everything.”

“Okay,” she says, pulling me into a hug. “Call me if you need anything. Anytime, day or night.”

I nod against her shoulder, breathing in her familiar scent. As we part ways, I feel a mix of emotions—fear about the investigation, gratitude for Monica’s support, and a stubborn determination to prove my innocence.

Walking home, I replay the conversation with Monica in my head. Maybe she’s right about the lawyer, but involving one feels like admitting guilt, like I don’t trust Dr. Greenfield to handle things properly, and I do trust her. She’s always been fair and professional.

Still, Monica’s words nag at me. What if things don’t go as smoothly as I hope? What if Jensen’s status as a star athlete sways things in his favor?

I shake my head, trying to dispel the doubts. No, I have to believe in the process. In Dr. Greenfield. In the truth.
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I pace in front of the clinic, my heart racing. Three days of anxiety and sleepless nights have led to this moment. Dr. Greenfield called me in for a meeting with HR, and I’m terrified of what they might say.

Taking a deep breath, I push open the door and step inside. The receptionist gives me a small smile.

“They’re ready for you, Erin. Conference room two.”

I nod, my legs wobbling as I walk down the hallway. I pause outside the door, steeling myself before knocking.

“Come in,” calls Dr. Greenfield.

I enter, finding Dr. Greenfield seated at the table with a woman I recognize as Marsha from HR. They both look serious, and my stomach churns.

“Have a seat, Erin,” says Dr. Greenfield, gesturing to a chair.

I sit, clasping my hands in my lap to hide their trembling. “Thank you for meeting with me.”

Marsha leans forward. “Erin, we’ve conducted a thorough investigation into the situation with Jensen Boyles. We take allegations of this nature very seriously.”

I nod, my throat tight. “I understand.”

Dr. Greenfield speaks next. “What we uncovered was…troubling, to say the least, but not in the way Jensen claimed.”

I blink, confused. “What do you mean?”

Marsha slides a folder across the table. “We found evidence of a pattern of harassment by Jensen, not just toward you, but other staff members in other clinics as well.”

My eyes widen as I flip through the papers—copies of complaint forms and testimonies from other employees, all detailing Jensen’s inappropriate behavior. “These were ignored?” I ask, horrified.

Dr. Greenfield nods grimly. “It seems Jensen’s status as a star athlete led to some…oversights in addressing these issues. That ends now.”

Relief floods through me. “So you believe me?”

“Absolutely,” says Marsha firmly. “Your account aligns perfectly with what we discovered. We owe you an apology for how this was initially handled.”

I slump in my chair, the tension of the past few days finally releasing. “Thank you. I can’t tell you what this means to me.”

Dr. Greenfield reaches across the table, patting my hand. “Erin, you can return to work tomorrow. We’ve already begun the process of discharging Jensen from our practice.”

“What about the steroid use?” I ask, remembering my other concern.

Dr. Greenfield sighs. “We’ve informed his coach and team about our suspicions. However, that’s out of our hands now. They’ll handle it from here.”

I nod, understanding the limitations of their reach. “I appreciate everything you’ve done.”

Marsha stands, extending her hand. “We value your contributions here, Erin. We’re glad to have you back.”

I shake her hand, then Dr. Greenfield’s, feeling a weight lift from my shoulders. As I turn to leave, Dr. Greenfield calls out.

“Erin? One more thing.”

I pause at the door. “Yes?”

She smiles warmly. “You showed incredible strength and integrity throughout this ordeal. We’re proud to have you on our team.”

Tears prick my eyes as I nod, unable to speak. I hurry out of the room, overwhelmed by emotion. In the hallway, I lean against the wall, taking deep breaths. It’s over. I’m vindicated. I can go back to work.

My phone buzzes in my pocket. A text from Monica: “How’d it go?”

I smile, typing quickly: “All clear. I’ll tell you everything over dinner?”

Her reply comes instantly: “Absolutely. My place at seven p.m. We’re celebrating!”

As I walk out of the clinic, I feel lighter than I have in days. The sun seems brighter, the air fresher. I have my job back, my reputation intact, and Monica waiting to celebrate with me.

I head home to get ready for dinner, eager to share the news with Monica and finally put this chapter behind me.
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Hours later, I smooth my napkin over my lap, savoring the aroma of our Thai takeout. Monica’s apartment feels like a refuge after the chaos of the past few days. She reaches for her wine glass, her dark eyes sparkling as she raises it in a toast.

“To your vindication,” she says. “I knew you’d come out on top.”

I clink my glass against hers, warmth spreading through my chest. “Thanks for believing in me. I couldn’t have gotten through this without you.”

Monica smiles, leaning back in her chair. “So, tell me everything. How did the meeting go?”

I launch into a detailed account of my conversation with Dr. Greenfield and Marsha from HR. Monica listens intently, her brow furrowing as I describe the evidence they uncovered about Jensen’s pattern of harassment.

“I can’t believe they ignored those complaints for so long,” she says, shaking her head. “It’s disgusting how athletes like him get away with that behavior.”

“I know, but at least they’re taking action now. Dr. Greenfield seemed determined to make things right.”

She nods, reaching across the table to squeeze my hand. “I’m proud of you for standing your ground. It couldn’t have been easy.”

I’m about to respond when my phone buzzes loudly on the table. I glance at the screen, not recognizing the number. “Unknown caller,” I say, frowning. “Should I answer it?”

Monica shrugs. “Might as well. Could be work-related.”

I tap the screen, bringing the phone to my ear. “Hello?”

“Is this Erin Talbot?” asks a sharp, unfamiliar voice.

“Speaking. Who’s calling?”

“This is Megan Graves from the Daily Sports Report. I’m calling for a comment on Jensen Boyles’ allegations that you’re trying to ruin his career by spreading false rumors about steroid use after he declined your romantic advances. Care to give us your side of the story?”

My stomach drops. I glance at Monica, my eyes wide with panic. She mouths, “What’s wrong?”

I cover the mouthpiece with my hand. “It’s a reporter. Jensen’s saying I made up the steroid claims to get back at him for rejecting me.”

Monica’s eyes narrow. She reaches for the phone, but I shake my head. I need to handle this myself.

“Ms. Graves,” I say, trying to keep my voice steady, “I’m not sure where you got your information, but I can assure you that Mr. Boyles’ claims are completely false. I have no further comment at this time.”

I end the call before the reporter can respond. My hands shake as I set down the phone.

“What the hell was that about?” asks Monica, her voice tight with concern.

I explain the reporter’s questions, my appetite completely gone. “How did they even get this information? The investigation was supposed to be confidential.”

Monica’s already reaching for her tablet. She taps away furiously for a few moments before her face goes pale. “Oh, shit.”

“What?” I ask, dreading the answer.

She turns the screen toward me. “Someone leaked details of the investigation to SportsStarrs.com. It’s all over their blog.”

I scan the article, feeling sick. The post is filled with inflammatory speculation and quotes from “anonymous sources” close to Jensen. It paints me as a scorned woman out for revenge, twisting the facts of the investigation to suit its narrative.

“This can’t be happening,” I whisper, pushing away the tablet. “How did this get out?”

Monica’s expression hardens. “Someone at the clinic must have talked. This level of detail had to come from someone with inside knowledge. Or Jensen himself.”

My phone buzzes again and again. I glance at the screen to see a flood of notifications pouring in—more calls from unknown numbers, Twitter mentions, and text messages from colleagues and strangers.

“It’s going viral,” I say, my voice hollow. “What am I supposed to do?”

She stands, coming around to my side of the table. She places her hands on my shoulders, her touch grounding me. “First, turn off your phone. We need to get ahead of this before it spirals out of control.”

I nod, powering down the device. The sudden silence feels both eerie and comforting.

She paces the room, her mind clearly racing. “We need to call Dr. Greenfield. She needs to know about this leak immediately.”

I check the time on the wall clock. “It’s after nine p.m. Should we really bother her this late?”

“Trust me, you must,” says Monica firmly. “This is the kind of thing she’ll want to know about right away. The longer we wait, the worse it’ll get.”

I take a deep breath, steeling myself. “Okay. I’ll call her.”

I use Monica’s landline to dial Dr. Greenfield’s cell. It rings several times before she answers, her voice groggy with sleep. “Dr. Greenfield? I’m so sorry to call this late, but we have a situation,” I say, launching into an explanation of the leaked information and Jensen’s accusations.

There’s a long pause on the other end of the line. When Dr. Greenfield speaks again, her voice is sharp and focused. “Thank you for letting me know. I’ll contact our legal team immediately. In the meantime, do not speak to any reporters or post anything on social media. We’ll need to craft an official statement.”

“Of course,” I say, relief washing over me. “What should I do now?”

“Lay low for the next day or two instead of returning to work. Things are likely to get worse before they get better. Do you have somewhere safe you can stay?”

I glance at Monica, who nods emphatically. “Yes, I can stay with a friend.”

“Good. I’ll be in touch tomorrow with our next steps. Try to get some rest. We’ll get through this.”

As I hang up, Monica wraps me in a tight hug. “You’re staying here tonight,” she says firmly. “No arguments.”

I sag against her, suddenly exhausted. “Thank you. I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

She pulls back, cupping my face in her hands. “Hey, that’s what I’m here for. I’m not going anywhere, okay?”

I nod, managing a weak smile. As we clean up dinner, I try to push aside thoughts of the media storm brewing outside. For now, at least, I’m safe in this bubble with Monica. Tomorrow, we’ll face whatever comes our way.

As I settle onto Monica’s couch, wrapped in a soft blanket, I can’t shake the feeling that this is only the beginning of a long and difficult battle. My career, my reputation—everything I’ve worked so hard for hangs in the balance, and somewhere out there, Jensen Boyles is probably laughing, thinking he’s won.

I clench my fists, fortitude rising within me. I won’t let him win. I can’t. With Monica and Dr. Greenfield in my corner, I have to believe we can set the record straight.

A while later, tucked in her bed, Monica’s arms around me are a comfort, and I finally manage to relax enough to fall asleep.
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I stride into my office, my Louboutins clicking against the polished floor. Evie looks up from her desk, her eyes widening as I approach.

“Evie, I need you to clear my schedule for the next four days. No exceptions.”

She blinks, caught off guard. “But , Ms. Anderson, you have the board meeting on Friday and⁠—”

I hold up a hand. “I don’t care. Move everything. I’m taking Erin to the Hamptons for a long weekend.”

Evie’s fingers hover over her keyboard. “The press has been relentless lately. Are you sure this is the best time to⁠—”

“That’s exactly why we need this,” I say, leaning against her desk. “Book us into the most exclusive boutique hotel you can find. I want private beach access, couples’ massages, and a sunset sailing trip. Spare no expense.”

Evie nods as her fingers move across the keys. “Of course, Ms. Anderson. I’ll get right on it.”

I turn to head into my office, then pause. “Evie? Make sure there’s a bottle of Dom Pérignon waiting in our room when we arrive.”

“Yes, Ms. Anderson.”

In my office, I sink into my chair and pull out my phone. My thumb hovers over Erin’s name for a moment before I tap it.

“Monica?” Erin’s voice is warm but tinged with surprise. “Is everything okay?”

“Everything’s perfect,” I say, a smile tugging at my lips. “Pack a bag. We’re going to the Hamptons for the weekend.”

There’s a pause on the other end. “The Hamptons? But what about your work? And the media⁠—”

“Forget about all that,” I say, my voice softening. “It’s just going to be you and me. No work, no press, and no distractions. What do you say?”

I can almost hear the smile in her voice when she responds. “I say…when do we leave?”

“Tomorrow morning. I’ll pick you up at eight.”

After we hang up, I lean back in my chair, anticipation building in my chest. For the first time in weeks, I feel light and unburdened. I allow myself a moment to daydream about walks on the beach, candlelit dinners, and stolen kisses under the stars.

A knock on my door brings me back to reality. Evie enters, a stack of papers in her hand.

“I’ve made all the arrangements, Ms. Anderson,” she says, placing the itinerary on my desk. “The hotel is The Seascape Inn. It’s small, exclusive, and utterly private. I’ve booked the penthouse suite.”

I scan the papers, nodding approvingly. “Excellent work, Evie. What about the sailing trip?”

“A private yacht will pick you up at sunset on Saturday. I’ve also scheduled couples’ massages for Friday afternoon and arranged for private beach access throughout your stay.”

I smile, genuinely impressed. “You’ve outdone yourself, Evie. Thank you.”

She hesitates for a moment. “Ms. Anderson, if I may…are you sure about this? The media has been particularly aggressive lately, and with the recent scandals⁠—”

I stand up, my expression hardening slightly. “That’s precisely why we need this getaway. Erin and I deserve some peace. Let the vultures circle. We’ll be too busy enjoying ourselves to care.”

She nods, a look of understanding crossing her face. “Of course. I hope you both have a wonderful time.”

As she turns to leave, I call out, “Oh, and, Evie? Hold all my calls until we return. This weekend, I’m completely off the grid.”
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The next morning, the town car pulls up outside Erin’s apartment building with excitement. I step out of the car, smoothing down my silk blouse. Erin emerges from the building, a small suitcase in hand. She’s wearing a sundress that accentuates her athletic figure, and my breath catches in my throat.

“You look beautiful,” I say, taking her bag and placing it in the trunk.

Erin blushes as she examines my outfit. “You’re not so bad yourself.”

We slide into the backseat of the car, and as soon as the door closes, I pull her in for a kiss. Her lips are soft, tasting faintly of coffee and mint.

“I’ve been wanting to do that all week,” I murmur against her mouth.

She laughs, a sound that sends warmth spreading through my chest. “You’ll have plenty of opportunities this weekend.”

As we drive out of the city, the tension begins to melt from Erin’s shoulders. She leans against me, resting her head on my shoulder.

“I can’t believe you planned all this,” she says, her voice filled with wonder.

I run my fingers through her hair. “You deserve it. We both do. It’s been a hell of a few weeks.”

Erin nods, her expression growing serious. “I’ve been worried about you, you know. With everything that’s been happening at work, and the media circus…”

I press a kiss to her forehead. “That’s why I needed this. To remind myself of what really matters.”

The drive to the Hamptons passes quickly, filled with comfortable silence and stolen glances. As we pull up to The Seascape Inn, I feel a surge of gratitude toward Evie. The hotel is a stunning Victorian-style building, nestled right on the beach.

The driver opens our door, and I step out, offering my hand to Erin. As she emerges from the car, her eyes widen, taking in the picturesque scene before us.

“This is incredible.”

I squeeze her hand, a smile playing on my lips. “Just wait until you see our room.”

I lead Erin onto the private stretch of beach, our fingers intertwined as we kick off our shoes. The sand is cool beneath our bare feet, and the salty breeze ruffles our hair. The sun hangs low on the horizon, painting the sky in brilliant oranges and pinks.

“This is breathtaking,” says Erin, her eyes wide as she takes in the view.

I squeeze her hand. “I’m glad you like it. I thought we could collect some seashells before dinner.”

We walk along the water’s edge, occasionally stooping to pick up interesting shells. Erin finds a perfect sand dollar and holds it up triumphantly. “Look at this one. It’s so delicate.”

I smile, watching her childlike excitement. “It’s beautiful. Just like you.”

She blushes and tucks a strand of hair behind her ear. “Smooth talker.”

As we continue our walk, I spot a large conch shell half-buried in the sand. I bend down to retrieve it, brushing off the excess sand.

“Oh, wow. That’s gorgeous.” She peers over my shoulder for a better look.

I hold it out to her. “For you.”

She takes it carefully, running her fingers over the smooth surface. “Thank you, Monica. This whole trip has already been more than I could have imagined.”

We make our way back to the hotel, arms full of our beachcombing treasures. In our suite, we lay out our finds on the coffee table.

“What should we do with all of these?” asks Erin.

I shrug. “We could make a shadowbox to display them. A little memento of our first getaway together.”

Her eyes light up. “I love that idea.”

After we clean up, we head to the hotel’s private yoga studio for our scheduled session. The instructor, a lithe woman named Aria, guides us through a series of poses designed to relax and rejuvenate. I struggle with a particularly difficult balancing pose, wobbling precariously. Erin, ever the athlete, holds it with ease.

“Show-off,” I mutter good-naturedly.

She grins. “I could give you some private lessons later if you’d like.”

The suggestive tone in her voice sends a shiver down my spine. “I might take you up on that offer.”

After yoga, we return to our suite to prepare for dinner. I slip into a sleek black dress while Erin opts for a flowing maxi dress in a deep emerald that brings out the green in her hazel eyes.

“You look stunning,” I say, unable to take my gaze off her.

She steps closer, adjusting my necklace. “So do you.”

We make our way to the hotel’s rooftop restaurant. The maître d’ leads us to a secluded table with a breathtaking view of the ocean. Candles flicker in the gentle breeze. As we peruse the menu, I steal glances at Erin. The candlelight softens her features, making her look almost ethereal.

“What?” she asks, catching me staring.

I shake my head, smiling. “Just admiring the view.”

We order our meals and a bottle of wine. As we wait, I reach across the table to take her hand. “I’m really glad we did this. It’s nice to get away from everything for a while.”

Erin nods, her thumb tracing circles on the back of my hand. “It is, though I have to admit I was a little surprised when you suggested it. You’re usually so focused on work.”

I take a sip of wine, considering my words. “That’s part of why I wanted to do this. I’ve been thinking a lot lately about work-life balance.”

“Oh?” says Erin, her eyebrows raising slightly.

I take a deep breath. “There’s something I haven’t told you. The day we met in the elevator…I was actually on my way to see my ob-gyn. I was looking into freezing my eggs.”

Erin’s eyes widen. “Really? Wow, that’s…a big decision.”

I nod, feeling suddenly vulnerable. “I’ve always wanted a family someday, but with my career, I worry about timing. About whether I’ll ever slow down enough to make it happen.”

She squeezes my hand. “Have you gone through with it?”

“Not yet, but it’s been on my mind a lot lately. Especially since we’ve been together.”

A soft smile plays on Erin’s lips. “You’ve been thinking about having a family…with me?”

I feel my cheeks warm. “I know it’s early, but…yes, I have. Is that crazy?”

She shakes her head. “Not crazy at all. I’ve thought about it too.”

Relief fills me. “Really?”

“Really.” Her smile fades. “But I also worry about balancing career and family. Especially in our fields.”

I nod, understanding completely. “It’s not easy, but I think…with the right person, and maybe the right help, it could be done.”

Her eyes shimmer in the candlelight. “I think so too.”

Our food arrives, momentarily pausing our conversation. As we eat, we discuss our hopes and fears for the future. Erin talks about her ambitions in sports medicine and her desire to make a real difference in athletes’ lives. I share my vision for Anderson Tech and the innovations I hope to bring to the world.

As the meal winds down, we move to the balcony overlooking the ocean. The moon hangs low over the water, casting a silver path across the waves. I wrap my arms around Erin from behind, resting my chin on her shoulder.

“Thank you for sharing all of this with me,” she says softly. She turns in my arms, her gaze meeting mine. “Whatever the future holds, Monica…I want to face it with you.”

My heart swells at her words. I lean in, capturing her lips in a passionate kiss. She responds eagerly, her hands tangling in my hair. The kiss deepens, filled with promise and possibility. I pull her closer, savoring the feel of her body pressed against mine. She moans, pressing her breasts to mine and rubbing lightly through our clothes.

We hastily leave the restaurant after I instruct the server to bill it to the room. The elevator ride down from the roof is an exercise in self-control since we have to share with another couple. Once in our suite, I let go of all control and pull her into my arms for a kiss as soon as the door closes behind us.

While kissing her, I strip off her maxi dress before removing my own. “Should we go into the room?”

She looks out at the ocean as she pulls away from me to walk to the balcony. “I don’t think anyone can see us, and I don’t care if they can.” She steps outside and holds out her hand to me. I join her, taking her hand. “I want to make love to you right here.”

As says Erin that, she leads me to a chaise lounge. It’s dark, with the stars sparkling overhead, and a thin moon in the sky. I decide to not worry about if we’re seen, though it’s the last thing she needs with her current media circus, and it would reflect poorly on me as CEO. Evie found us a hotel that values privacy, and I’m not going to deny Erin this view while we make love.

Erin lays me down, and I’m grateful for the soft cushioning. She kisses me deeply, her tongue exploring my mouth. I moan, arching against her as she moves down my body, kissing and nipping at my skin. She removes my bra with precision, tossing it aside before her tongue swirls around my nipple, sending shivers of pleasure through me.

“Oh, Erin…” I tangle my fingers in her hair.

She smiles, her eyes flashing with mischief. “You like that?”

“I love how confident you’re becoming as my lover.” It’s the closest I can come to admitting I might be falling in love with her, and no might about it. I am in love with her.

She blushes, looking away. “I’m just trying to please you, Monica. I want to make you feel good.”

I cup her cheek, turning her head to meet my gaze. “You do. You make me feel so good. I’ve never felt this way with anyone before.”

She leans in, kissing me deeply. Her tongue explores my mouth, sending shivers of pleasure through me. I moan, arching against her. She moves down my body, her lips trailing over my skin. Her tongue dips into my belly button, making me gasp as she continues lower, her tongue tracing the waistband of my panties.

Sensually, she pulls them down, exposing my wet folds. Her tongue traces through my slick heat, making me moan. She teases my clit, making me writhe with pleasure. I grip the cushions, my breath coming in short gasps.

“Erin…oh…” I buck my hips when she increases her pace, swirling her tongue around my clit. I cry out, gripping the cushions as she sends me over the edge. I shudder as I ride the waves of my orgasm.

She sits back, smiling. “Did you like that?”

I nod, panting. “That was incredible. Your tongue is so talented.” I pull her atop me so I can kiss her with unrestrained passion, tasting myself on her lips.

She moans, grinding against me. I reach between us, finding her wet and ready. I stroke her clit, making her gasp as she grinds against my hand. I slip two fingers inside her, making her cry out with pleasure. I pump my fingers in and out of her, feeling her inner walls clench around me. Her breath comes in short gasps as she rides my hand.

“Monica.” She almost whines my name as she thrusts against my hand. I keep two fingers inside her channel while using my thumb to stroke her slit, narrowing gradually to focus on her clit. I rub her in a circular motion, making her cry out.

Her body tenses, and she throws her head back as she reaches her peak. She rides my hand, her breath coming in short gasps as she shudders with release again when I coax another climax from her. She collapses against me, spent. I hold her close, stroking her back as she catches her breath.

“Wow, Monica. That was amazing.” She kisses me deeply, her tongue exploring my mouth. I moan, pressing against her.

“It was, wasn’t it?” I smile, running my fingers through her hair.

She snuggles against me, resting her head on my chest. I wrap my arms around her, holding her close. All our problems in New York City feel far away right now. Holding her like this is pure perfection, and I savor it while it lasts.
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The familiar skyline of the city comes into view as our car approaches, and I release a long breath. The weekend getaway with Monica had been exactly what I needed—a chance to relax, recharge, and forget about the drama surrounding Jensen and my career. Now, as we return to reality, I feel more centered and ready to face whatever comes next.

Monica reaches over and squeezes my hand. “You okay?”

I nod, offering her a smile. “Yeah, I’m good. Thank you for whisking me away. It was perfect.”

“My pleasure.” She lifts my hand to her lips, pressing a soft kiss to my knuckles. “I’m just glad to see you looking more like yourself again.”

As we pull up to my apartment building, I notice the lack of reporters camping outside. It’s a welcome change from the media frenzy of the past week.

“Looks like things have calmed down,” she says.

“Thank goodness,” I say, relief evident in my voice. “I was starting to feel like I was living in a fishbowl.”

We grab our bags and head inside. In the elevator, Monica pulls out her phone and scrolls through her notifications. Her brow furrows slightly.

“What is it?” I ask.

She looks up at me. “Jensen released a statement while we were gone. Want to hear it?”

My stomach tightens, but I nod. “Might as well get it over with.”

Monica clears her throat and reads, “‘In light of recent events, I’ve decided to take some time away from football to focus on my health and well-being. I’ll be seeking professional help to address personal issues that have affected my behavior both on and off the field. I appreciate the support of my teammates, coaches, and fans during this time.’”

The elevator doors open, and we step out onto my floor. I process Jensen’s words as we walk to my apartment. “That’s…vague,” I say finally, unlocking my door.

Monica follows me inside. “Very. No mention of you or any specifics about what happened.”

I drop my bag and sink onto the couch. “I guess I should be grateful he didn’t try to spin it against me.”

“True,” says Monica, sitting beside me. “How do you feel about it?”

I consider the question for a moment. “Honestly? I’m just relieved it’s over. He’s getting help, which is what matters. I don’t need an apology or for him to admit anything publicly.”

Monica studies my face. “You’re really okay with that?”

I nod, surprising myself with how much I mean it. “Yeah, I am. All I want is to put this behind me and get back to work. Focus on helping people who actually want my help.”

A slow smile spreads across Monica’s face. “Look at you, all mature and Zen.”

I laugh, playfully shoving her shoulder. “Hey, I’ve always been mature.”

“Mmhmm, sure.” She leans in, kissing me softly. When she pulls back, her expression grows more serious. “I’m proud of you, Erin. You’ve handled this whole situation with so much grace.”

Her words warm me. “I couldn’t have done it without you.”

We spend the rest of the evening settling back into the rhythm of city life. When I invite Monica to stay, she instantly agrees. As I’m getting ready for bed, my phone buzzes with a text from Dr. Greenfield:

“Welcome back, Erin. I hope you had a restful weekend. Looking forward to having you back in the clinic tomorrow. Let’s touch base in the morning.”

I smile, typing out a quick response: “Thanks, Dr. Greenfield. See you tomorrow.”

As I climb into bed, where Monica is already half-asleep, I anticipate for the day ahead. It’s a nice contrast to the dread I’d been feeling before our trip.

“You seem happy,” she says, snuggling closer to me.

I wrap my arm around her, breathing in the familiar scent of her shampoo. “I am. I’m ready to get back to work, you know? Help people and make a difference.”

She presses a sleepy kiss to my shoulder. “That’s my girl.”

As I drift off to sleep, I think about the patients waiting for me at the clinic. The athletes working to recover from injuries, pushing themselves to get back in the game. I’m not on the court anymore, but I’ve found a new way to be part of the team, and after everything that’s happened, I appreciate that opportunity more than ever.
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The next morning, I wake feeling refreshed and energized. I go through my usual routine—shower, breakfast, and coffee—with a sense of purpose I haven’t felt in weeks. As I’m getting dressed, choosing a crisp white blouse and tailored slacks, Monica emerges from the bedroom, looking sleepy but beautiful.

“Big day?” she asks, eyeing my outfit.

I nod, smoothing down my shirt. “Not really. Just my first day back. I want to look professional.”

She smiles, wrapping her arms around my waist from behind. “You always look professional, and gorgeous.”

I turn in her embrace, giving her a quick kiss. “Flatterer. Don’t you have your own work to get to?”

“Mmm, probably,” she says, not releasing me. “But I’m the boss, so I can be a little late.”

I laugh, extricating myself from her arms. “Some of us actually have to show up on time. I’ll see you tonight?”

“Wouldn’t miss it,” she says with a wink.

The familiar buzz of the clinic greets me as I step inside almost an hour later. A few of my colleagues offer warm smiles and chorus of “welcome back” as I make my way to Dr. Greenfield’s office. I knock lightly on the open door.

“Erin,” says Dr. Greenfield, looking up from her computer with a smile. “Come in and have a seat.”

I settle into the chair across from her desk, nervously smoothing my pants. “It’s good to be back, Dr. Greenfield.”

She regards me for a moment, her expression kind but assessing. “How are you feeling?”

“Good,” I say, and I mean it. “I’m ready to get back to work.”

She nods, seemingly satisfied with my answer. “I’m glad to hear it. I know you’re probably eager to jump right back in, but I want to ease you back into things. We’ve adjusted your schedule a bit for the next week or so.”

I try not to let my disappointment show. “Oh?”

“Don’t worry,” she says, clearly reading my expression. “You’ll still have a full caseload. We’ve just shifted things around to give you a bit more breathing room between patients, and we’ve reassigned some of the more…high-profile cases for now.”

I understand the implication. No more star athletes or potential media magnets. Part of me wants to argue, to insist that I can handle it, but Dr. Greenfield has my best interests at heart. “I appreciate that,” I say instead. “Thank you for looking out for me.”

She smiles, leaning back in her chair. “That’s what we do here, Erin. We look out for each other. Why don’t you go get settled in your office? Your first patient will be here in about an hour.”

I stand, feeling excited and nervous, like it’s my first day on rotations. “I’ll get right on it. Thanks again, Dr. Greenfield.”

As I walk to my office, I take in the familiar sights and sounds of the clinic—the gentle hum of equipment, the muted conversations between therapists and patients, and the occasional burst of laughter from the break room. It feels good to be back, like slipping into a comfortable robe after a long, hard day.
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The first two weeks after our weekend getaway fly by in a whirlwind of work and stolen moments with Monica. I throw myself back into my job at the clinic, relishing the familiar routine and the satisfaction of helping my patients. Monica and I manage to squeeze in a few dinners and movie nights, but her schedule seems increasingly hectic.

One evening, as I’m finishing up paperwork in my office, my phone buzzes with a text from Monica:

“Sorry, babe. Have to cancel tonight. Work emergency.”

I frown, disappointment settling in my stomach. It’s the third time this week she’s had to bail on our plans. I type out a response:

“No worries. Everything okay?”

Her reply comes quickly: “Just some server issues. Shouldn’t take too long to sort out. Raincheck?”

“Of course,” I send back, trying to ignore the nagging worry in the back of my mind.

I pack up my things and head home, the excitement I’d felt about our date night now deflated. As I heat up some leftovers for dinner, I replay the past couple of weeks in my head. Monica’s been increasingly distracted, often checking her phone during our conversations or zoning out mid-sentence.

I try to rationalize it. She’s a CEO of a growing tech company. Of course, she’s busy, but a small voice in the back of my head whispers that it feels like more than that.

The next morning, I wake up to a flurry of texts from Monica:

“Hey, sorry again about last night. Things got crazy here.”

“I have to fly to Taiwan for an emergency meeting with our suppliers.”

“Leaving in a few hours. Should be back in a couple of days.”

“I’ll call when I land.”

I blink at my phone screen, confusion and hurt swirling in my chest. She’s flying halfway around the world and didn’t even bother to call me?

I type out a terse response, not wanting to reveal how hurt I am via text: “Safe travels. Let me know when you’re back.”

As I go through my day at the clinic, I can’t shake the feeling that something’s off. Dr. Greenfield notices my distraction during our morning rounds.

“Everything all right, Erin?” she asks, concern evident in her voice.

I force a smile. “Yeah, just a bit tired. Nothing to worry about.”

She gives me a look that says she doesn’t quite believe me but doesn’t push the issue.

By the time I get home that evening, I still haven’t heard from Monica. I check my phone for the hundredth time, willing it to buzz with a message from her. Nothing.

I try to distract myself with some mindless TV, but my thoughts keep drifting back to Monica. Is she okay? Did she land safely? Why hasn’t she called?

Finally, around midnight, my phone lights up with a text:

“Just landed. Exhausted. Talk tomorrow.”

I stare at the brief message, feeling relief and frustration. I type out an emotional response, delete it, then type again:

“Glad you’re safe. Miss you.”

The next few days pass in a blur of work and silence from Monica. I throw myself into my patients’ cases, grateful for the distraction, but every time my phone buzzes, my heart leaps, hoping it’s her. It’s not until nearly a week later that I finally hear her voice again.

“Hey,” she says when I summon the courage to call her. She sounds tired and distracted.

“Hey, yourself,” I say, trying to keep the hurt out of my voice. “How was Taiwan?”

“Oh, you know. Endless meetings and not enough sleep.” She pauses, and I hear the sound of papers shuffling in the background. “Listen, I’m swamped right now. Can we catch up later?”

I bite my lip, fighting back the urge to demand answers. “Sure. When?”

“I’ll text you, okay? Gotta run.”

The line goes dead before I can respond. I stare at my phone, a heavy weight settling in my chest. That night, as I toss and turn in bed, unable to sleep, I finally admit to myself what I’ve been trying to ignore. Monica is pulling away from me.

The realization hits me like a punch to the gut. I thought we were solid. After everything we’ve been through together—the drama with Jensen, the media circus—I thought we were stronger than ever, but now, with every unanswered text and canceled date, I feel her slipping through my fingers.
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I spend the next few days in a haze of worry and self-doubt. Did I do something wrong? Is she having second thoughts about us? The questions swirl in my mind, keeping me up at night and distracting me during the day.

It’s not until Dr. Greenfield pulls me aside after a particularly distracted session with a patient that I realize how much it’s affecting my work.

“Erin,” she says gently, closing her office door behind us. “What’s going on? And don’t tell me it’s nothing. I’ve known you long enough to know when something’s bothering you.”

I sink into the chair across from her desk, suddenly exhausted. “It’s Monica. She’s been…distant lately. Canceling plans, not returning my calls…I don’t know what to think.”

Her expression softens. “Have you talked to her about it?”

I shake my head. “I’ve barely been able to get her on the phone, and when I do, she’s always in a rush to get off.”

She sighs softly. “You’re one of the best PAs I’ve ever worked with. You’re intuitive, compassionate, and you always put your patients first, but right now, you need to put yourself first. You need to talk to Monica.”

I nod, knowing she’s right. “I’ll try.”

That evening, I send Monica a text: “Can we talk? It’s important.”

Hours pass with no response. I try to distract myself with a book, but the words blur on the page. Finally, just as I’m about to give up and go to bed, my phone buzzes.

“Sorry, just saw this. Everything okay?”

I take a deep breath, steeling myself. “Not really. I feel like you’ve been pulling away. Can we meet tomorrow?”

The response takes so long I start to think she’s not going to answer. Then:

“I’m sorry, Erin. You’re right. I’ve been distant. Let’s meet for lunch tomorrow. I’ll explain everything.”

Relief floods through me, followed quickly by a new wave of anxiety. What does she mean, she’ll explain everything? What is there to explain?

As I lay in bed that night, staring at the ceiling, I wonder if whatever Monica has to say tomorrow is going to change everything. For better or worse, I’m not sure I’m ready to find out until I think about the agony of being in limbo and realize I’d rather know if there’s a problem than not know what’s happening.
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I step into the restaurant, my heels clicking against the polished floor. The maître d’ recognizes me immediately, ushering me to a secluded corner table. Erin’s already there, her wavy brown hair cascading over her shoulders. She stands as I approach, and we share a brief kiss.

“Hey,” I say, sliding into my seat. “Sorry I’m late. Traffic was a nightmare.”

Erin smiles, but I notice the tension around her eyes. “It’s okay. I ordered us some wine.”

I nod, grateful for the consideration and not really caring it’s a workday. As the waiter pours our drinks, I study Erin’s face. The past few weeks have taken their toll on both of us.

“So,” says Erin, once we’re alone again. “How’s work?”

I take a sip of wine, savoring the crisp flavor. “Hectic. We’re still dealing with the fallout from the data breach, but things are starting to calm down.”

Erin nods, her fingers tracing patterns on the tablecloth. “That’s good to hear.”

I reach across the table, gently grasping her hand. “I know I’ve been distant lately. I’m sorry about that. I promise I’ll do better.”

Her eyes meet mine with hope and wariness. “I appreciate that, Monica. I just…I missed you.”

“I missed you too,” I say, squeezing her hand. “More than you know.” I sigh heavily, not wanting to burden her with how the board has been breathing down my neck after learning from somewhere that I’m dating a woman who was linked to Jensen Boyles by scandal. I’ve been able to downplay it, but they’re still overbearing. I’ve been trying to cope with the data breach, their pressure, and protect Erin. It’s an impossible feat to balance.

The waiter returns, and we order our meals. As he walks away, I decide to broach the subject I’ve been thinking about all day.

Deciding to hell with Victor and the others, and their admonishments to keep my private life discreet, I impulsively say, “So, there’s this company gala this weekend.” I watch Erin’s reaction. “I was hoping you’d be my date.”

Erin’s eyebrows rise. “A gala? Like, a big fancy event?”

I nod, a smile tugging at my lips. “Black tie, champagne, the works. What do you say?”

She hesitates for a moment before breaking into a grin. “I’d love to.”

I grin in relief, quietly afraid I’d damaged things between us in my efforts to do damage control. “Great. I’ll have my assistant send over some dress options for you.”

Erin’s smile falters slightly. “Oh, you don’t have to do that. I’m sure I can find something⁠—”

“I insist,” I interrupt gently. “It’s the least I can do after being so absent lately.”

She nods, acquiescing. Our food arrives, and we fall into comfortable conversation as we eat. I tell her about the latest developments at Anderson Tech, careful to avoid any confidential details.

“So, this new AI we’re developing now that our medical AI program is solid,” I say between bites of my salad, “Is designed to predict market trends with unprecedented accuracy. If it works, it could revolutionize the entire financial sector.”

Erin listens intently, her fork paused midway to her mouth. “That sounds incredible, but also…a little scary? I mean, if it’s that powerful, couldn’t it be misused?”

I nod, impressed by her insight. “Absolutely. That’s why we’re implementing strict ethical guidelines and fail-safes. We want to innovate, but not at the cost of people’s privacy or financial security.”

As we finish our meal, Erin becomes quieter, her gaze distant. “Hey,” I say softly. “Everything okay?”

She startles slightly, then offers a small smile. “Yeah, just…thinking about work stuff.”

I lean forward. “Is this about Jensen? Has he been causing more trouble?”

Erin shakes her head. “No, nothing like that. It’s just…I keep second-guessing myself. Wondering if I made the right call.”

I reach across the table, taking her hand in mine. “Erin, you did what you thought was best. That’s all anyone can ask of you.”

She nods, but I see the doubt lingering in her eyes. I gently squeeze her hand. “How about we get out of here? Take a walk in the park?”

Erin’s face brightens at the suggestion. “That sounds perfect.”

We pay the bill and step out into the warm afternoon sun. As we stroll through the nearby park, our hands intertwined, the tension of the past weeks starts to dissipate.

“So,” I say, breaking the comfortable silence. “Tell me more about your day. Any interesting cases?”

Erin’s face lights up as she launches into a story about a young gymnast with whom she’s been working. I listen, captivated by her passion and expertise. It’s moments like these that remind me why I fell for her in the first place.

As we round a bend in the path, I spot an ice cream cart up ahead. “Hey, want some ice cream?” I ask, already steering us toward it.

Erin laughs. “Monica Anderson, CEO of Anderson Tech, wants ice cream in the middle of a workday?”

“I already had a glass of wine, so let’s go crazy.” I grin, playfully bumping her shoulder. “Even CEOs need a sugar fix sometimes.”

We each get a cone, and I insist on paying despite Erin’s protests. As we continue our walk, I marvel at how normal this feels. For a moment, we’re just two women enjoying a sunny afternoon together.

“So,” says Erin, licking a drip of ice cream from her cone, “This gala. What should I expect?”

I consider for a moment. “There’ll be a lot of schmoozing, boring speeches, and probably some dancing, but mostly, it’s a chance for the tech world’s elite to show off and network.”

Erin nods slowly. “Sounds…intimidating.”

I turn to face her, my free hand cupping her cheek. “Hey, you’ll be great. Just be yourself. That’s more than enough.”

She leans into my touch, a soft smile playing on her lips. “Thanks, Monica.”

As we finish our ice cream and make our way back toward the restaurant, where my driver will be waiting, it feels like our connection is strong again. The weight of the past weeks seems lighter somehow.

“I’m glad we did this,” I say as we approach my town car.

Erin nods, her eyes meeting mine. “Me too. I’ve missed this…us.”

I pull her close, our lips meeting in a tender kiss. As we part, I brush a strand of hair from her face. “I promise, things will be better from now on. We’re in this together, remember?”

Erin smiles, a genuine, radiant smile that makes my heart skip a beat. “Together,” she agrees.

As we say our goodbyes and head our separate ways, I’m excited about the gala. It’s more than just a company event now. It’s a chance to show off Erin to the world, to let everyone see the amazing woman I’m lucky enough to call my partner, and a subtle way to tell Victor and Liza, who’ve been leading the push for me to keep my private life utterly private, to keep that to themselves. Ever since learning I’m a lesbian a couple of years ago, Victor has been particularly hypercritical of me having a personal life.

I climb into my car, already mentally sorting through my wardrobe for the perfect outfit. This gala is going to be one to remember, I think to myself, and not just for the business opportunities.
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The next morning, I stride into the boardroom, my heels clicking against the hardwood floor. The tension is conspicuous as I take my seat at the head of the table. Victor Zhao’s face is a mask of disapproval, his eyes narrowed behind wire-rimmed glasses.

“Thank you all for coming on such short notice,” I say, my voice steady despite the knot in my stomach. I carefully word it that way as refusal to acknowledge they summoned me. Control the narrative to control the event, I think to myself. “I understand there are some concerns we need to address, though I could have sworn I requested you stop focusing on my private life.” I glance pointedly at Victor and then Liza as I say that. The rest of the board shifts uneasily.

Victor clears his throat, leaning forward. “Ms. Anderson, we’ve been made aware of some…compromising photos involving you and Ms. Talbot.”

I keep my expression neutral, though my heart races. “I’m aware of the photos, Mr. Zhao. What about them?”

He slides a tablet across the table. On the screen is an image of Erin and me on the yacht during our Hamptons getaway, locked in a passionate embrace. I remember that moment vividly—the salty air, the warmth of Erin’s skin, and the taste of her lips, but seeing it displayed so clinically makes my cheeks burn.

“This is unacceptable,” says Victor, his voice sharp. “Your personal life is affecting the company’s image. We’ve already received calls from several potential investors expressing their…discomfort.”

I take a deep breath, forcing myself to remain calm. “My personal life has never interfered with my ability to lead this company. Our numbers speak for themselves.”

Liza speaks up. “Monica, we’re not questioning your leadership, but you have to understand how this looks. Especially with the recent allegations against Ms. Talbot.”

“Allegations that were proven false,” I say, my tone icy. “Erin was cleared of any wrongdoing, and these pictures were taken more than two weeks ago. Clearly, if you didn’t even become aware of them until now, they aren’t important. No one cares if I kiss my girlfriend, who was the victim of Jensen Boyles, if we want to be technical.”

Victor scoffs. “That hardly matters in the court of public opinion. The damage is done. His fans have decided she’s guilty, and he has a lot of them, even in the upper echelons of our best investors and clients.”

I look around the table, meeting each board member’s eyes. Some look sympathetic, others uncomfortable, but Victor’s gaze is adamant.

“What exactly are you suggesting?” I ask, though I already know the answer.

He leans back in his chair. “We think it would be best if Ms. Talbot kept an even lower profile. No more public appearances. Have your dates at home.”

I glare at him. “Do you and Mrs. Zhao have your dates at home, Victor?”

He flushes and shifts slightly. “That’s different.”

“How? She’s my partner. I’m planning to bring her to the company gala⁠—”

His eyes get wide, and he seems on the verge of a stroke. “Absolutely not. You can’t show her at any company events. At least until this blows over.”

My fingers curl into fists under the table. “You’re asking me to hide my relationship?”

“We’re asking you to prioritize the company,” says Liza gently. “Just for a little while.”

I stand up, pacing behind my chair. The city skyline stretches out before me, a stark reminder of everything I’ve built. Everything I stand to lose. “This is discrimination,” I say, turning back to face the board. “If I were a man dating a woman, we wouldn’t be having this conversation.”

Victor’s expression hardens. “If you were a man dating a woman accused of unethical behavior in her profession, we absolutely would be having this conversation. This isn’t about your sexuality, Ms. Anderson. It’s about optics.”

I don’t buy that it has nothing to do with my orientation, but he raises a fair point. In theory, a man in my position would face as much scrutiny, though I doubt it would happen in practice.

I close my eyes for a moment, weighing my options. I could fight this, but at what cost? The company I’ve poured my heart and soul into could suffer, and if I’m being honest with myself, so could Erin. “Fine,” I say finally through clenched teeth. “I’ll keep Erin away from company events. For now. I won’t treat her like a dirty secret though. I’ll still be seen with her in public.”

The relief in the room is noticeable. Victor nods, a smug smile playing at the corners of his mouth. “A wise decision, Ms. Anderson. Shall we move on to other matters?”

The rest of the meeting passes in a blur. I answer questions on autopilot, my mind racing with how I’m going to break this news to Erin. As the board members file out, Liza lingers behind.

“Monica,” she says softly, “I’m sorry it had to come to this. For what it’s worth, I think you’re doing the right thing.”

I grimace, in no mood to be placatory. “I just hope Erin sees it that way.”

Once I’m alone in the boardroom, I slump into my chair. I pull out my phone, staring at the lock screen—a selfie of Erin and me from our weekend in the Hamptons. Her smile is radiant, her eyes crinkled with laughter, and I remember how excited she was about the gala when I mentioned it just yesterday. I trace her face with my finger, my chest aching.

I type out a text: “We need to talk. Dinner tonight?”

Erin’s response comes almost immediately: “Sure. Everything okay?”

I hesitate, my thumbs hovering over the keyboard. Finally, I reply: “Just work stuff. I’ll explain later.”

Slipping my phone back into my pocket, I stand and gather my things. As I walk out of the boardroom, I catch my reflection in the glass. My face is composed, professional—the mask of a CEO—but inside, I’m screaming.

The rest of the day drags on endlessly. I throw myself into work, answering emails and taking calls with ruthless efficiency, but every few minutes, my thoughts drift to Erin. The thought of not having her by my side at events, and having to tell her we have to almost closeted for a while, makes my stomach churn.

As evening approaches, I wrap up my last meeting and head home to change. I opt for casual—jeans and a soft sweater. No need to make this feel more formal than it already does.

I arrive at the restaurant before Erin, securing us a quiet booth in the back. When she walks in, my breath catches in my throat. She’s wearing a simple dress, her hair loose around her shoulders. She spots me and smiles, and for a moment, I consider throwing caution to the wind and telling the board to go to Hell.

“Hey,” she says, sliding into the booth across from me. “You look stressed. Rough day?”

I force a smile. “You could say that. How was your day?”

We order drinks and make small talk about work, but I can tell Erin senses something’s off. Finally, after our entrees arrive, she sets down her fork and fixes me with a look.

“Okay, spill. What’s going on?”

I take a deep breath, steeling myself. “The board called an emergency meeting today. About us.”

Erin’s brow furrows. “Us? What do you mean?”

“Those photos from the yacht…they’ve been circulating online. Some potential investors saw them and expressed…concerns.”

Understanding dawns on Erin’s face, followed quickly by anger. “Concerns? About what, exactly? That you’re dating a woman?”

I shake my head. “It’s not just that. It’s mostly about the allegations against you, even though they were proven false. The board thinks it’s affecting the company’s image.”

Erin leans back, her arms crossed. “And what do you think?”

I hesitate, choosing my words carefully. “I think…they might have a point. About the optics, at least.”

“Optics,” Erin repeats, her voice flat. “So what does this mean, exactly?”

I swallow hard, forcing myself to meet her eyes. “They want me to keep you away from company events and high-profile events. Just for a while, until things calm down.”

Erin’s face goes through a range of emotions—hurt, anger, and disbelief. Finally, she settles on a cold detachment that’s almost worse. “I see, and you agreed to this?”

“Erin, I didn’t have a choice. The board⁠—”

“The board,” she interrupts. “Right. Because their opinions matter more than our relationship.”

I reach across the table, trying to take her hand, but she pulls away. “That’s not fair. You know how hard I’ve worked for this company. I can’t just throw it all away.”

“No one’s asking you to throw it away,” says Erin, her voice rising. “But standing up for us, for me? That’s too much to ask?” She shakes her head at me. “I came out to my boss for you.”

I frown. “You did that to disprove Jensen’s allegations.”

“Of course, but I wasn’t ashamed of us. You’ve been out for years, but now you want to crawl back into the closet and have me visit you there, as long as we’re discreet?” Her voice rises another octave.

I glance around, acutely aware of the other diners. “Can we not do this here? Let’s go back to my place and talk this through.”

Erin stands abruptly. “I don’t think there’s anything left to talk about. You’ve made your choice, Monica. I hope it was worth it. After coming out, I’m not going to hide it for anyone or anything.” She turns and strides out of the restaurant, leaving me sitting there, stunned. I throw some cash on the table and hurry after her, catching up just as she’s about to hail a cab.

“Erin, wait,” I say, grabbing her arm. “Please, just listen to me.”

She whirls around, her eyes blazing. “Listen to what? More excuses? More corporate bullshit?”

“It’s not like that,” I plead. “I’m trying to protect you too. The media attention, the scrutiny—it’s not fair to you.”

Erin laughs bitterly. “Oh, that’s rich. You’re doing this for me? Save it, Monica. I don’t need your protection. What I needed was your support.”

A cab pulls up, and she moves to get in. I step in front of her, desperate now. “I love you,” I say, my voice breaking. “Please, don’t leave like this.”

For a moment, her expression softens. She reaches up, cupping my face in her hand. “I love you too,” she says softly, “But sometimes, that’s not enough.”

She gets into the cab, leaving me standing on the sidewalk, watching as it disappears into the night. I stand there for a long time, the cool evening air doing nothing to ease the burning in my chest.

Finally, I start walking, no particular destination in mind. My phone buzzes in my pocket—probably Evie, wondering why I’m not responding to emails, or perhaps my driver looking for me. Or maybe it’s Victor, wanting to go over tomorrow’s investor meeting and subtly gloat about how he’s forcing me to hide who I am.

I ignore it, focusing instead on the rhythm of my footsteps against the pavement. Each step takes me farther from the boardroom and the pressures of being CEO, but it also takes me farther from Erin, and I’m not sure how to reconcile those two paths.

As I walk, I replay the conversation in my head, wondering if there was something else I could have said, some way I could have made her understand, but deep down, I know the problem isn’t what I said. It’s what I did. Or rather, what I failed to do.

Before I know it, I’m standing in front of my building, not really remembering how I got there. The doorman nods as I enter, his expression concerned. I must look a mess.

In the elevator, I catch my reflection in the mirrored walls. My eyes are red-rimmed, my hair is disheveled, and one sleeve of my fuzzy sweater is stained with something gray. I barely recognize myself.

As the doors open on my floor, I take a deep breath, trying to compose myself, but as I step into the empty apartment, the facade crumbles. I sink onto the couch, my head in my hands, and let the tears come.

I’ve faced countless challenges in my career and made difficult decisions that affected hundreds of lives, but this feels like the biggest mistake of my life, and I have no idea how to fix it.
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Erin



I stare at the computer screen, my eyes burning from hours of intense focus. The clock on my desk reads nine forty-seven p.m., but I barely register it. The clinic closed hours ago, yet here I am, still poring over research data.

“Erin?” Dr. Greenfield’s voice startles me. She stands in the doorway, coat draped over her arm. “I thought you’d left already.”

I stretch, feeling the stiffness in my shoulders. “Just finishing up some analysis.”

She steps into the office, a concerned look on her face. “You’ve been putting in a lot of extra hours lately.”

I shrug, trying to appear nonchalant. “There’s so much to do with this research. I want to make sure we don’t miss anything.”

She sits on the edge of my desk. “While I appreciate your dedication, I’m worried you’re pushing yourself too hard.”

“I’m fine,” I say, though the words sound hollow even to my own ears.

She studies me for a moment. “Is everything okay? You’ve seemed…different lately.”

I swallow hard, fighting the urge to spill everything about Monica, the breakup, and the media attention, though that’s not really an issue any longer, except to her board. Instead, I force a smile. “Just focused on the work.”

Dr. Greenfield doesn’t look convinced, but she doesn’t push. “Well, don’t stay too late. We have that conference call with Dr. Zhang tomorrow morning to discuss our preliminary findings.”

As she leaves, I turn back to my computer, determined to lose myself in the data once more. Anything to avoid the emptiness of my apartment and the thoughts that plague me when I’m alone.
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The next morning, I arrive at the clinic early, armed with a large coffee and the research notes I’d compiled late into the night. Dr. Greenfield greets me with a raised eyebrow but says nothing about my obvious lack of sleep.

We gather in the conference room, connecting to Dr. Zhang’s team in Boston via video call. As we discuss our progress on non-invasive treatments for rotator cuff injuries, I’m animated, explaining our latest findings with enthusiasm despite the aching chasm in my chest that’s a never-ending sensation these days.

“The ultrasound-guided platelet-rich plasma injections are showing promising results,” I say, pulling up a chart on the screen. “We’re seeing significant improvements in tissue regeneration and reduced inflammation compared to traditional cortisone injections.”

Dr. Zhang leans forward, his interest piqued. “And the recovery time?”

“Substantially reduced,” I say. “Athletes are reporting a thirty percent faster return to play with minimal pain.”

As the call wraps up, Dr. Greenfield turns to me with a smile. “Excellent work, Erin. Your insights on combining PRP with targeted physical therapy protocols are really pushing this research forward.”

Her praise should fill me with pride, but instead, I just feel hollow. I nod, forcing a smile. “Thank you. I’m glad it’s proving useful.”

The rest of the morning passes in a blur of patient appointments and data analysis. I throw myself into each task with laser focus, grateful for the distraction.

During a rare lull between patients, I check my phone out of habit. My heart sinks when I see a notification from a local news site: “Tech CEO Monica Anderson Spotted at Charity Gala Solo—Breakup Confirmed?”

I quickly close the app, my hands shaking slightly. It’s been more than a week since Monica and I ended things, which has led to a minor flareup of media speculation about us and my life again, but seeing her name still sends a jolt through me. I take a deep breath, pushing down the emotions threatening to surface.

A knock at the door pulls me from my thoughts. Kelly pokes her head in. “Hey, Erin. There’s a reporter in the lobby asking for you. Says she wants a comment on your ‘recent personal developments.’”

I groan inwardly. “Tell her I’m with a patient and unavailable for comment.”

Kelly nods sympathetically. “Will do. You okay?”

“Fine,” I say, the word becoming my default response these days. “Just busy with work.”

As Kelly leaves, I slump in my chair, exhaustion washing over me. The constant barrage of media attention, though less intense than before, is still draining. I long for the days when my personal life wasn’t fodder for gossip columns.

I shake off the melancholy and force myself to focus on the next patient file. There’s work to be done and research to complete. I can’t afford to wallow in self-pity.

The afternoon stretches on, filled with more appointments and data analysis. As I review an MRI of a high school pitcher’s shoulder, Dr. Greenfield knocks on my door.

“Erin, do you have a moment?”

I nod, gesturing for her to come in.

She sits across from me, her expression serious. “I wanted to discuss something with you.”

My stomach tightens with anxiety. “Is everything all right?”

“That depends on you,” she says gently. “Your work on this research project has been exceptional, but I’m concerned about the toll it’s taking on you.”

I open my mouth to protest, but she holds up a hand. “Let me finish. You’re here before anyone else arrives and long after everyone’s gone home. You volunteer for extra shifts and take on additional cases. While I admire your dedication, I worry you’re using work to avoid something else.”

Her words hit too close to home, and my carefully constructed facade begins to crack. “I…I just want to do a good job,” I manage weakly.

Her eyes soften. “You already do an excellent job, but there’s more to life than work. Is this about your breakup with Monica?”

I flinch at the mention of her name. “How did you…?”

“It’s been in the news,” she says gently. “And I’m not blind. I’ve noticed the changes in you.”

The dam finally breaks, and words pour out of me. “I thought I could handle it. The media attention, the gossip, but it’s all so overwhelming, and now, every time I go home, the emptiness just…” I trail off, unable to finish.

She reaches across the desk, placing a comforting hand on mine. “It’s okay to take time to grieve, Erin. Throwing yourself into work might seem like a solution, but it’s not sustainable.”

I nod, wiping away a stray tear. “I know. I just…I don’t know how to move forward.”

“Start by taking care of yourself,” she advises. “Take some time off. Process your feelings. The research will still be here when you’re ready.”

I take a deep breath, feeling a weight lift from my shoulders. “Thank you, Dr. Greenfield. I think…I think I needed to hear that.”

She smiles warmly. “That’s what I’m here for. Now, go home. Get some rest. We’ll pick this up next week.”

As I gather my things to leave, I feel myriad emotions. Relief at finally acknowledging my pain and anxiety about facing my empty apartment, but also a glimmer of hope. Maybe I can find a way through this.

I step out of the clinic into the cool evening air, taking a moment to breathe deeply. For the first time in days, I don’t immediately think about work or data or research. Instead, I allow myself to simply be present in the moment.
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My phone buzzes with a text from Allison, an old friend from back home who is also in New York City these days. We’ve met up a couple of times, but Monica was with us both times before. “Drinks tomorrow night? Gentry’s Pub, eight p.m. No excuses.”

I smile, grateful for the distraction from my swirling thoughts. “Count me in.”

The next evening, I push open the door of Gentry’s Pub, the familiar scent of polished wood and whiskey enveloping me. Allison waves from our favorite corner booth, two martinis already waiting.

“You’re a lifesaver,” I say, sliding into the seat across from her, relieved to see no evidence Monica is with her.

Allison grins. “I figured you could use a drink. Or three.”

I take a sip, savoring the crisp bite of gin. “You have no idea.”

“Oh, I think I do,” says Allison, her expression turning serious. “I’ve seen the news and spoken to Monica. How are you holding up?”

I swirl the olive in my martini, watching the gin ripple around it. The familiar sounds of O’Malley’s fade into the background as I focus on Allison’s question. “How am I holding up?” I let out a bitter laugh. “Not great, to be honest.”

Allison leans forward, her green eyes filled with concern. “Talk to me, Erin. What’s really going on?”

I take a deep breath, steeling myself. “It’s not just the media attention, though that’s been awful. It’s…it’s Monica. I trusted her, Allison. I came out for her, took this huge step, and she…” My voice cracks.

“She wasn’t willing to do the same for you,” Allison finishes softly.

I nod, blinking back tears. “She’s been out for years, Allison. Years! And suddenly, when it comes to being with me, she’s all about discretion and privacy? It feels like she’s ashamed of me.”

She reaches across the table to squeeze my hand. “I’m so sorry. That must hurt like hell.”

“It does. I feel like such an idiot. Here I am, newly out and diving headfirst into this relationship, while she’s…what? Playing games?” I take a long sip of my martini, welcoming the burn. “You know what the worst part is? I still love her. Even after everything, I miss her. How pathetic is that?”

Allison shakes her head. “It’s not pathetic. It’s human. Love doesn’t just disappear overnight, no matter how much we might want it to sometimes.”

I let out a shaky breath. “I guess. I just…I don’t understand how she could do this. After everything we shared, how could she just…cave to her board like that?”

She’s quiet for a moment, twirling the stem of her glass between her fingers. When she speaks, her voice is gentle. “I’m not trying to defend Monica’s actions. What she did hurt you, and that’s not okay, but…have you considered what it might be like for her?”

I frown. “What do you mean?”

“Think about it. She’s what, twenty-seven? Running a major tech company in a field dominated by men. Half her board is probably twice her age, set in their ways, and she’s not just a woman in that world, but an openly gay woman.”

I open my mouth to argue, but Allison holds up a hand. “I know, I know. She’s been out for years but being out in college or even in a lower position is different than being the face of a company. The scrutiny she’s under must be intense.”

I slump back in my seat, processing her words. “So, what? That makes it okay for her to hide our relationship?”

“No,” Allison says firmly. “It doesn’t make it okay, but it might help explain why she felt pressured to do it. Running a company like that, every decision is magnified. Maybe she was afraid of how it would affect the business, or her ability to lead effectively.”

I run a hand through my hair, frustration bubbling up. “But that’s exactly the problem, Allison. She chose the business over me. Over us.”

She nods, her expression sympathetic. “I know, and you have every right to be hurt and angry about that. I’m just saying…maybe it wasn’t as simple for her as it seems from the outside.”

I stare into my nearly empty glass, mulling over her words. Part of me wants to cling to my anger, to the righteous indignation that’s been fueling me, but another part whispers that maybe there’s more to the story. “I don’t know what to do with this information.”

“You don’t have to do anything with it right now, Erin. It’s okay to still be hurt and angry. I just wanted to offer a different perspective. Sometimes, when we’re in the thick of our own pain, it’s hard to see the bigger picture.”

I nod, feeling a mix of emotions I can’t quite untangle. “Thanks. I appreciate you giving me something to think about even if I’m not ready to forgive her yet.” I take a long sip of my martini, letting her words sink in. “I’m trying to focus on my needs, but I guess I’m still figuring out what those needs are. This whole experience has thrown me for a loop.”

She gives me a smile. “That’s okay. Take the time to rediscover yourself. Figure out what you want and need in a relationship.”

“You’re right. I’ve been so caught up in the drama, I haven’t given myself space to just…be.”

“Exactly,” Allison says. “Use this time to focus on you. Your career, your interests, and your friends. The rest will fall into place.”

I raise my glass. “To rediscovery?”

Allison clinks her martini against mine. “To rediscovery, and to friends who always have your back.”

“Thanks.” A lump in my throat makes it hard to expound on the simple word.

“Of course,” she says, raising her glass again. “That’s what friends are for. Now, how about we order another round and talk about something else for a while? I heard there’s a new exhibit at the Met you might like…”

As Allison launches into a description of the exhibit, my mind drifts. The anger and hurt are still there, a dull ache in my chest, but alongside it, there’s a new feeling. A tiny spark of…not understanding, exactly, but maybe the beginning of it.

I shake my head, forcing myself back to the present. There will be time to untangle all of this later. For now, I clink my glass against Allison’s once more, grateful for her friendship and the momentary distraction it offers. “Tell me more about this exhibit,” I say, leaning forward. “I could use a good dose of art and culture right about now.”

She launches into an enthusiastic description of modernist paintings and avant-garde sculptures. As I listen, some of the tension in my shoulders starts to ease. The hurt isn’t gone, not by a long shot, but for the first time in weeks, I feel like I might be able to breathe again.

As the night progresses, our conversation drifts to lighter topics. Allison regales me with stories from her high school classroom, where she teaches budding teenage artists, and I find myself laughing for the first time in weeks.

“Remember that time in high school when you tried to ask out Jamie Roth?” she asks with a giggle.

I groan, covering my face. “Don’t remind me. I tripped and spilled my lunch tray all over him.”

“And then you apologized by offering him your ‘clean’ sweater, which was covered in ketchup stains.” She dissolves into giggles, and I’m soon laughing with her, the stress of recent events momentarily forgotten.

As our giggles subside, I realize how much I’ve missed just relaxing. “Thanks for this. I really needed it.”

Allison smiles warmly. “Any time. That’s what friends are for.”

As we gather our things to leave, she gives me a tight hug. “Remember, you’re strong, Erin. You’ll get through this and come out even better on the other side.”

I nod, feeling hope for the first time in too long. “You’re right. I’ve got this.” Stepping out into the cool night air, I take a deep breath. The city buzzes around me, full of possibilities. For the first time since the breakup, I feel like myself again.


14

Monica



I step into the restaurant, my heels clicking on the polished floor as I smooth my pantsuit. The maître d’ recognizes me immediately, leading me to a secluded corner booth. As I approach, I see Erin sitting there, her face a mix of surprise and dismay. She’s halfway out of her seat when Allison pops up from seemingly nowhere.

“Monica, you made it.” Allison’s voice is overly cheerful. “Isn’t this a nice surprise?”

Erin freezes, her eyes darting between Allison and me. I can see the wheels turning in her head, realizing we’ve both been set up.

“Allison,” I say, keeping my voice level, “I thought this was a catch-up dinner for us.”

“Oh, it is, but I just thought, why not catch up with both of my best friends at once?”

Erin sinks back into her seat, her shoulders tense. “Allison, I don’t think⁠—”

“Nonsense.” Allison cuts her off. “We’re all here now. Let’s have a nice dinner.”

I hesitate for a moment, then slide into the booth opposite Erin. The awkwardness is palpable as we sit in silence, avoiding each other’s eyes.

“So,” Allison says, clearly trying to break the ice. “How about those Mets?”

Erin and I exchange a look. Neither of us follows baseball. It’s a relief when the server arrives to take our order. I start with a double whiskey, neat, and add a salad for my starter as an afterthought. Erin must be feeling similar pressure because she orders a stiff drink and salad too.

While we wait for our drinks and first course, Allison’s well-intentioned attempt at reconciliation hangs heavy in the air. The clink of silverware against plates and the low murmur of conversation around us only serve to emphasize the awkward silence at our table.

“So, how’s work?” I ask, desperate to break the ice once the server arrives with the first parts of our orders.

Erin looks up from her barely touched salad. “It’s fine. Busy as always.”

I nod, searching for something more substantial to say. “That’s good. I heard you’ve been making progress with some difficult cases.”

“Yeah, I suppose.” She pushes a cherry tomato around her plate.

Allison clears her throat. “Erin, didn’t you mention something about a breakthrough with that gymnast?”

Erin’s gaze flicks to Allison, a hint of annoyance in her eyes. “It’s just part of the job.”

I lean forward, genuinely interested. “No, please. I’d love to hear about it.”

Erin sighs and sets down her fork. “It’s not that exciting, really. We’ve been trying a new approach to rehabilitation that⁠—”

My phone buzzes loudly, cutting her off. I glance at the screen and my stomach drops. It’s Evie, my assistant. “I’m sorry, but I have to take this.”

I step away from the table, moving to a quiet corner of the restaurant. “Evie, what’s going on?”

Her voice is frantic on the other end. “Monica, we’ve got a serious problem. There’s been a problem with the patch for the data breach. Sensitive client information could be exposed.”

My mind races, running through the potential consequences. “How bad is it?”

“Bad. We’re talking thousands of records. The tech team is working on containing it, but we need you here.”

I close my eyes, torn between my responsibilities at work and the fragile attempt at reconciliation happening at the table behind me. “Is James there?”

“Yes, he’s overseeing the initial response.”

I take a deep breath. “Okay, tell him to handle it. I’ll be unavailable for the next few hours but keep me updated via text. If it gets worse, call me immediately.”

“Are you sure? This is pretty serious.”

“I trust James. He’s the CTO and can handle it.” I end the call and return to the table.

Erin and Allison look up expectantly. “Is everything okay?” asks Allison.

I force a smile. “Just a minor work issue. Nothing that can’t wait.” I sit down, my mind still partly on the crisis unfolding at the office. “Now, where were we?”

Erin eyes me suspiciously. “That didn’t sound minor.”

I meet her gaze. “It’s being handled. Right now, I’m here with you.”

An uncomfortable silence falls over the table as we eat our meal mostly without talking. What little conversation we share feels stilted and unnatural. As we simultaneously decline dessert, Allison says, “Hey, why don’t we get out of here? It’s a beautiful night. We could take a walk in Central Park.”

I latch onto the suggestion. “That’s a great idea. What do you say, Erin?”

She hesitates for a moment before nodding. “Sure, why not?”

We settle the bill and step out into the cool evening air. The short walk to Central Park is filled with Allison’s cheerful chatter, a stark contrast to the tension between Erin and me.

As we enter the park, Allison’s phone rings. She glances at the screen and frowns. “It’s work. I need to take this. You two go ahead, and I’ll catch up.”

Before either of us can protest, wondering why a high school art teacher would receive an emergency work call after eight p.m., she’s walking away, phone pressed to her ear. I turn to Erin, suddenly aware that we’re alone for the first time in weeks.

“We’ve been set up,” she says with resignation.

I nod. “Looks that way, but shall we?” I gesture toward the path.

She nods, and we begin to walk. The park is quieter at this hour. We walk in silence for a few minutes, the tension between us almost tangible.

Finally, I can’t take it anymore. “Erin, I’m sorry.”

She stops walking and turns to face me. “For what, exactly?”

I run a hand through my hair, frustrated. “For everything. For not being there when you needed me. For putting work first. For…”

“For lying to me just now?” Her voice is sharp.

I blink, caught off guard. “What?”

“That phone call. It wasn’t minor, was it? There’s a crisis at work, and you’re here instead.”

I sigh, deflating. “You’re right. There’s been a problem with the patch for the data breach. It’s serious.”

“Then why aren’t you there dealing with it?”

I look her in the eyes. “Because I’m trying to fix something even more important.”

Her expression softens slightly. “Monica…”

“I’ve screwed up. I’ve hurt you, but I’m here now, trying to make it right.”

She’s quiet for a moment before she starts walking again. I fall into step beside her.

“I appreciate that,” she says softly, “But I’m not sure it’s enough.”

“What do you mean?”

She stops at a bench overlooking the lake and sits down. I join her, leaving a respectful distance between us.

“You can’t just decide to prioritize our relationship when it’s convenient for you. It doesn’t work like that.”

I nod, acknowledging the truth in her words. “I know. I’m trying to change. To be better.”

“But for how long?” She turns to face me. “Until the next crisis at work? Until the next big deal comes along? Until the next time the board tells you to hide your girlfriend?”

I open my mouth to protest, but she holds up a hand.

“I’m not saying this to hurt you. I’m saying it because I need you to understand. Your work will always be important to you. I get that, but I need to be important too. Not just when it’s convenient, but all the time. I need to be visible in your life. I won’t live as a secret.”

Her words hit me hard. I’ve been so focused on my career, on building my company, that I’ve taken her for granted and hurt her with little regard when I felt like I had no choice. She sees it as her vs. my company, and she’s not entirely wrong. I chose badly before but won’t again. “You are important to me, Erin. More important than any job or company.”

She gives me a sad smile. “I want to believe that.”

We sit in silence for a while, watching the last rays of sunlight dance across the lake. My phone buzzes in my pocket, but I ignore it.

“Tell me about your work,” I say suddenly. “The breakthrough you mentioned earlier. I want to hear about it.”

She looks surprised. “Are you sure? What about your crisis?”

I shake my head. “It can wait. This is more important.”

She studies me for a moment, then begins to talk. As she describes her innovative approach to rehabilitation, her eyes light up with passion. I listen intently, asking questions and offering encouragement.

For the first time in a long time, I feel truly present. The world outside this park, outside this moment with Erin, fades away. This is what I’ve been missing, what I’ve been neglecting in my pursuit of success.

As she finishes her story, I reach out and take her hand. She doesn’t pull away.

“I’m sorry I haven’t been listening, but I’m here now, and I’m not going anywhere.”

She squeezes my hand. “I really want to believe you.”

“Then let me prove it to you. Day by day, moment by moment. I can’t promise I’ll never make mistakes, but I can promise to try harder and be better.”

She nods slowly. “Okay. I’m willing to give it a chance.”

As we sit there, hand in hand, I know we have a long way to go, but for the first time in weeks, I feel hopeful. My phone buzzes again, but I ignore it. Whatever crisis is unfolding at the office, it can wait. Right now, this is where I need to be.

As the night deepens around us, we continue to talk. We share stories from our time apart, laugh at old memories, and slowly, the tension between us begins to ease.

“It’s getting late,” says Erin finally, glancing at her watch. “We should probably head back.”

I nod, standing up and offering her my hand. To my relief, she takes it.

We walk back to the restaurant mostly in silence. When we’re in the lot, I stand near my town car. “Can I offer you a ride home?”

She nods, and we get in when the driver opens the door.

It’s awkward again, but the silence is charged with something more this time. I gather my courage, “Am I taking you to your home or mine, Erin?”

She hesitates for a long moment, clearly battling with herself before she says, “Your place.”

I let out a long sigh and buzz the driver to let him know about the change in plans. Soon, we arrive at my apartment building, our hands still linked. As we step into the elevator, I turn to her. “I know I have a lot to make up for, but I want you to know, I’m committed to making this work. To making us work.”

She looks up at me, her eyes searching mine. “I want that too, but it’s going to take time and effort. From both of us.”

I nod, squeezing her hand. “I’m ready for that. Whatever it takes.”

The elevator doors open, and we step into my apartment. The familiar space feels different somehow, charged with potential.

Erin turns to me, her eyes soft in the dim light. “Thank you for tonight. For listening. For really hearing me.”

I step closer to her, my heart pounding. “Thank you for giving me another chance.”

She reaches up, cupping my cheek. I lean into her touch, closing my eyes.

When I open them, she’s looking at me with an intensity that takes my breath away. Slowly, giving me time to pull away if I want to, she leans in and kisses me.

The kiss is soft at first, tentative, but as I respond, wrapping my arms around her, it deepens. All the longing, the frustration, and the love we’ve been holding back pours into that kiss.

When we finally break apart, we’re both breathless. Erin rests her forehead against mine, her eyes closed.

“I’ve missed you,” she whispers.

“I’ve missed you too,” I say, my voice thick with emotion. “So much.”

She pulls back slightly, meeting my gaze. “I need to know. Are you really ready for this? For us?”

I take her hands in mine, holding them against my heart. “I am. I’ve made mistakes, and I can’t promise I’ll never make them again, but I can promise to try harder. You’re the most important thing in my life, Erin, and I’m ready to show you that, every day.”

Her eyes fill with tears, but she’s smiling. “That’s all I needed to hear.”

She kisses me again, and this time, there’s no hesitation. We move together toward the bedroom, shedding clothes along the way.

As we fall onto the bed, I take a moment to look at Erin, really look at her. She’s beautiful, her skin glowing in the soft light, her eyes full of love and desire.

I trace the curve of her cheek. “I want you to know just how amazing you are to me.

She pulls me close, her lips finding mine. “Show me,” she murmurs against my mouth.
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Erin



It feels good to be back with Monica again. I’m still worried she can’t balance our relationship with her work, but as she kisses me, I let go of those fears and surrender to her lips against mine. She pulls me close, her hands roaming my body. I moan as she cups my breasts, teasing my nipples through the thin fabric of my blouse. I arch into her touch, wanting more. It’s hard to believe I lived so many years without knowing the pure ecstasy the right woman’s touch could bring, and I lean into her.

“You’re so beautiful, Erin,” she whispers, kissing my neck. I shiver, skin tingling with anticipation.

“So are you, Monica.” I run my hands down her sides, tracing the curve of her hips. She’s supposed to be showing me how amazing I am, but I can’t resist reciprocating and taking control.

She’s wearing a black pantsuit, and I can’t wait to get her out of it. I unbutton her jacket, pushing it off her shoulders. She shrugs it off, letting it fall to the floor. I start on the buttons of her shirt next, undoing them one by one. I push aside the fabric, revealing her smooth, toned stomach. I kiss her there, tasting her skin. She moans, tangling her fingers in my hair.

I continue undressing her, revealing more of her gorgeous body. I slide her shirt off her shoulders, tossing it aside before reaching behind her to unhook her bra. I pull it off, freeing her breasts and exposing her hard, pink nipples. I take one in my mouth, sucking and licking. She groans, holding me closer. I move to the other nipple, giving it the same attention.

I trail my hand down her stomach, reaching the waistband of her pants. I undo the button and zipper, sliding them down her hips, which she angles so I can strip them off her without having to leave the bed. I toss them aside, leaving her in just her panties. I hook my thumbs in the waistband, pulling them down. She lifts her hips, helping me remove them.

When she’s bare before me, I spread her legs, settling between them. I dip my head, tasting her. I’ve only gone down on her a few times, but I’m addicted to her. I start licking as I hear her opening a drawer. I glance up to see her grabbing a dildo.

She holds it out to me, and I take it, running my tongue over the tip. I suck on it, getting it wet before bringing it down to her opening. I tease her with it, rubbing the tip against her clit. She moans, bucking her hips. I press the toy against her entrance, slowly pushing it inside. She gasps, arching her back. I work the toy in and out of her, watching her face contort with pleasure.

I lean down, flicking my tongue across her clit while moving the toy. She cries out, gripping the sheets. I keep fucking her with the toy as I lick her clit, craving each of her breathless moans of pleasure as I bring her closer to the edge. When I suck her clit into my mouth, she comes, screaming my name. I keep going, prolonging her orgasm until she’s a trembling mess. I finally stop when she’s trembling, flushed, and has tears streaming from her eyes due to an overload of pleasure, removing the toy and setting it aside before crawling up to kiss her.

Her lips part, and I slip my tongue inside, exploring her mouth. She tastes like sex and desire, and I can’t get enough. We break apart, both of us panting. I rest my forehead against hers, gazing into her eyes. “I’m glad we’re back together. I’ve missed you and this.”

She smiles, cupping my cheek. “Me too. I’m sorry for being such a bitch. I shouldn’t have let my work get in the way of our relationship.”

“It’s okay. I know how important your company is to you. I should’ve been more understanding.”

She kisses me again, and we lose ourselves in the moment. I don’t think about the future or what might happen, especially when she starts to undo the zipper of my peach dress. I help her slide it down my body, revealing my matching bra and panty set. She unhooks my bra, tossing it aside before kissing her way down my neck to my breasts. She takes a nipple in her mouth, sucking on it. I moan, tangling my fingers in her hair as she moves to the other breast, giving it the same attention. I’m already wet and aching for her.

She continues her descent, trailing kisses down my stomach to my panties. She doesn’t immediately remove them. Instead, she licks my slit and stares at my heat through the thin silk. “So translucent now. You’re so wet for me.”

“Yes, I am,” I say, my voice breathy.

She pulls the panties down my legs, exposing my wet folds. She licks her lips before spreading my labia and dipping her tongue inside. I moan, arching my back. She laps at my juices, swirling her tongue around my clit. I grip the sheets when she sucks on my clit, sending a jolt of pleasure through me. I’m close to coming, and it’s frustrating when she eases away.

I realize she’s reaching for the dildo and tense slightly.

Monica frowns. “Do you not like toys?”

I bite my lip, feeling silly. “I’ve never used one. Sex with men was uninspiring, so I never bothered to get a dildo or sex toy. I just used my fingers. I thought there was something wrong with me, but with you…” I trail off with a sigh. “You make me so wet just by looking at me. I just want your tongue.”

She grins, sliding the dildo back into the nightstand. “I’ll give you my tongue and my fingers. Anything you want, baby. I just want to make you feel good.”

She returns to my aching heat, licking my clit and making me moan. She traces her tongue down one side of my lips before hesitating at my opening. Her tongue darts inside for a moment before she moves to the other side, slowly making the return trip to my clit.

I whimper. “Are you trying to kill me?”

She chuckles. “No, I’m teasing you. I know how much you want to come, but I also know how good the wait can be.”

“It’s torture.”

She smiles, her eyes glinting. “I promise you’ll enjoy the payoff. Trust me, okay?”

I nod, and she resumes her slow, torturous exploration of my body. She licks and nibbles my inner thighs, making me squirm. I’m so wet, and I need her to lick me again. When she finally does, I nearly jump out of my skin.

She laughs softly. “Relax, baby. I’ve got you.”

Her tongue swirls around my clit before she latches onto it, sucking and flicking her tongue. I moan, bucking my hips, and she presses a hand against my stomach to hold me still. Her other hand slides under my ass, lifting me to her mouth. She moans as her tongue delves deeper inside me, and the vibrations send a shockwave through my body.

“Oh…oh, god,” I cry out as she begins to fuck me with her tongue, her nose rubbing against my clit. I can’t take any more. I need to come, but she pulls away, and I whine in protest. She smirks, her eyes glinting mischievously.

“Not yet, baby.”

She spreads my legs wide, exposing my dripping vulva to her hungry gaze. She licks her lips, her gaze never leaving mine as she lowers her head and takes another long, slow lick. I writhe madly against her until she finally takes my clit in her mouth, applying deep suction. I scream, arching my back as I explode in ecstasy. I tremble with the force of my orgasm, and she continues to suck and lick me through it, drawing out every last drop of pleasure.

When I finally stop shaking, she releases me and crawls up beside me, pulling me into her arms. I snuggle against her, feeling boneless and sated. She kisses my forehead, and I sigh contentedly.

“Told you so,” she says with a smug wink.

I roll my eyes. “Yeah, yeah. You’re amazing. Now shut up and let me sleep.”

She laughs, and I close my eyes, drifting off to the sound of her heartbeat.
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I stare at the computer screen, my eyes burning from hours of scrutinizing data. The clock on the wall reads eleven-thirty p.m., and I rub my temples, trying to ease the tension headache building there. Dr. Greenfield’s study on non-invasive treatments for rotator cuff injuries has consumed my evenings for weeks now, but something about these latest results doesn’t add up.

I scroll through the spreadsheet again, double-checking my calculations. There it is—a small discrepancy in the data that could significantly impact our conclusions. I make a note to discuss it with Dr. Greenfield in the morning and save my work.

Gathering my things, I head for the exit. The clinic is eerily quiet at this hour, my footsteps echoing in the empty halls. I push open the heavy glass door and step into the cool night air, fishing in my purse for my subway pass.

“If it isn’t the little snitch herself.”

I freeze, my heart rate spiking at the familiar voice. Jensen Boyles stumbles out of the shadows, his eyes bloodshot and unfocused. The stench of alcohol wafts toward me as he sways unsteadily on his feet.

“Jensen, you shouldn’t be here,” I say, trying to keep my voice calm despite the fear coursing through me. “You’re drunk. Let me call you a cab.”

He laughs bitterly. “A cab? That’s rich. You know what else is rich? Me losing my fucking endorsements because of you.”

I take a step back, my hand tightening around my keys. “I didn’t do anything wrong. I reported what I saw because it was my ethical obligation as a healthcare professional.”

“Ethical obligation?” He sneers, advancing toward me. “You ruined my life. They’re making me go to rehab, like I’m some kind of addict. My reputation is shot because you couldn’t keep your mouth shut.”

I glance around desperately, hoping to see another late-night worker or even a random passerby, but the parking lot is deserted. “Jensen, please. You’re not thinking clearly. Go home and sleep it off. We can talk about this when you’re sober.”

He lunges forward suddenly, grabbing my arm with bruising force. “We’re gonna talk about it now, bitch.”

I cry out in pain and surprise, struggling to break free from his grip. “Let go of me.”

“Or what?” he taunts, his face inches from mine. “You gonna tattle on me again?”

Panic surges through me as I realize how dangerous this situation has become. Jensen’s much larger and stronger than me, even in his inebriated state. I need to get away, fast.

Acting on instinct, I bring up my knee sharply, aiming for his groin. He grunts in pain, loosening his hold just enough for me to wrench my arm free. I stumble backward, putting some distance between us.

He recovers quickly, his face contorted with rage. “You’re gonna pay for that.” He lunges at me again.

This time, I’m ready. As he reaches for me, I sidestep and use his momentum against him, pushing him off balance. He stumbles, nearly falling, and I seize the opportunity to target his weak spot. My hand shoots out, fingers digging into the precise location of his rotator cuff injury. Jensen howls in agony, his arm going limp at his side. I press my advantage, using every ounce of strength to shove him away from me.

But in my haste to escape, I misjudge the distance to his car. My hip slams into the side mirror, throwing me off balance. I try to catch myself, but my forehead connects with the hard metal of his car door.

Pain explodes behind my eyes, and the world starts to spin. I slide down the side of the car, my vision blurring. Through the haze, I see Jensen on the ground, clutching his shoulder and sobbing.

“You bitch,” he whimpers. “You’ve ruined everything.”

I want to respond, to call for help, but the words won’t come. Darkness creeps in at the edges of my vision, and I fight to stay conscious as I hear the running footsteps of the clinic security guard approaching. The last thing I hear before everything fades to black is the distant wail of sirens growing closer.
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The fluorescent lights of my office flicker as I pore over the latest financial reports. The steady hum of the air conditioning is the only sound in the otherwise silent room. My eyes burn from staring at the computer screen for hours, but I push through the fatigue. There’s too much at stake to call it a night just yet.

My phone vibrates on the desk, startling me. Dr. Samantha Greenfield’s name flashes on the screen. A chill runs down my spine. She never calls this late unless it’s an emergency.

I snatch up the phone. “Dr. Greenfield? What’s wrong?”

Her voice trembles on the other end. “Monica, there’s been an attack at the clinic. It’s Erin. She’s been hurt.”

My heart plummets. “How bad is it? Where is she now?”

“She’s at Mercy Hospital. It looks like a head injury, but I don’t know all the details yet. I’m on my way there now.”

I’m already grabbing my purse and keys. “I’ll meet you there. Thanks for letting me know.”

I race out of the office, my heels echoing in the empty hallway. The elevator seems to crawl down to the parking garage. I tap my foot impatiently, willing it to move faster.

As soon as the doors open, I sprint to my convertible, glad I left it parked at the office today so I don’t have to wait for my driver and town car. The engine roars to life, and I peel out of the garage, tires squealing. Traffic is mercifully light at this hour, but every red light feels like an eternity.

My mind races with possibilities. Who attacked Erin? How badly is she hurt? The uncertainty gnaws at me as I weave through the streets.

I screech to a halt in front of the emergency room entrance. A valet approaches, and I toss him my keys. “Park it anywhere. I need to get inside.”

The antiseptic smell hits me as I burst through the sliding doors. My gaze frantically scans the waiting room until I spot Dr. Greenfield. Her usually immaculate appearance is disheveled, blonde hair escaping from her ponytail.

“Dr. Greenfield,” I call out. “Where is she?”

She turns, relief washing over her face. “Monica, thank God you’re here. They’re still examining her. Come with me.”

We hurry down a maze of corridors, the doctor filling me in as we walk. “It was Jensen Boyles. He showed up at the clinic and must have been waiting for her, since it was so late. He was drunk and angry. Accused her of ruining his life. There was some kind of altercation.”

My fists clench at my sides. “That bastard. I’ll make sure he pays for this.”

Dr. Greenfield grabs my arm, stopping me. “I know you’re upset, but right now, Erin needs you to be calm and supportive. Can you do that?”

I take a deep breath, forcing myself to relax. “You’re right. I’m sorry. How is she?”

“She has a concussion for sure. They’re checking for internal bleeding now. It could have been much worse if her neighbor hadn’t heard the commotion and called the police.”

We reach a set of double doors marked “Authorized Personnel Only.” Dr. Greenfield swipes her ID badge, and we enter a quieter hallway lined with exam rooms.

A doctor emerges from one of the rooms, clipboard in hand. Dr. Greenfield approaches him. “Dr. Chen, how is she?”

He looks up, his expression grim. “Dr. Greenfield? I assume you’re here for Erin Talbot?” He glances at me without inquiring who I am.

I nod as the doctor does, my throat too tight to speak.

“She’s stable, but the concussion is severe. We’re still waiting on some test results, but so far, there’s no sign of internal bleeding. She’ll need to stay for observation for at least twenty-four hours.”

“Can we see her?” I ask, my voice emerging as a hoarse rasp.

Dr. Chen hesitates. “She’s resting now, but I suppose a brief visit wouldn’t hurt. Just try not to excite her. She needs to stay calm and still.”

He leads us to a room at the end of the hall. My breath catches as we enter. Erin lies motionless on the bed, her face pale against the white sheets. A large bruise is forming on her left temple, and a cut above her eyebrow has been stitched.

I approach the bed slowly, afraid to disturb her. Her eyes flutter open as I take her hand. “Monica?” she murmurs.

“I’m here, sweetheart,” I say, brushing a strand of hair from her face. “How are you feeling?”

She winces. “Like I got hit by a truck. Everything’s fuzzy.”

Dr. Greenfield steps closer. “That’s normal with a concussion, Erin. Try not to strain yourself. You need to rest.”

Erin’s eyes widen suddenly. “Jensen. He was waiting outside the clinic. He was so angry…”

I squeeze her hand gently. “It’s okay. You’re safe now.”

“He’s in police custody,” says Dr. Greenfield. “You took him down,” she says with a hint of admiration and awe. “He was in no shape to even try to resist when they arrived at the scene.”

She relaxes slightly, but fear lingers in her eyes. “I didn’t think he’d actually hurt me. I should have been more careful.”

“This isn’t your fault,” I say firmly. “Jensen made his own choices. You did nothing wrong.”

A nurse enters the room. “I’m sorry, but visiting hours are over. Ms. Talbot needs her rest.”

I look at Erin, reluctant to leave her side. She manages a small smile. “Go home, Monica. I’ll be okay.”

I stand my ground as the nurse tries to usher me out of Erin’s room. “I’m not leaving her alone tonight. I’ll sleep in the chair if I have to.”

The nurse frowns, clearly torn between hospital policy and my determination. “Ms. Anderson, I understand your concern, but…”

“It’s okay,” says Erin from the bed. “I want her to stay. I was just telling her to go home so she’d be more comfortable.”

The nurse sighs, relenting. “All right, but try to let her rest. Press the call button if you need anything.”

As the door closes behind her and Dr. Greenfield, who follows her out, I pull the chair closer to the bedside and take her hand. “How are you feeling?”

Erin’s eyes flutter open. “Everything’s spinning.”

“That’s normal with a concussion. Just try to relax.” I brush a strand of hair from her forehead, careful to avoid the bruising. “I’m right here if you need anything.”

She manages a weak smile. “You don’t have to stay, Monica. I know you’re busy.”

“There’s nowhere else I’d rather be,” I say firmly. “Work can wait.”

Her eyes drift closed again, and her breathing evens out as she slips into sleep. I settle back in the chair, prepared for a long night. The hours crawl by. Nurses come and go, checking Erin’s vitals and adjusting her IV. I doze fitfully, jerking awake at every small sound.

As dawn breaks, Erin stirs. “Monica?” she croaks.

I’m instantly alert. “I’m here. Do you need something? Water?”

She nods, and I help her take small sips from a paper cup. “Thank you for staying.”

“Of course.” I squeeze her hand gently. “I love you, Erin. I’m not going anywhere.”

A tear slips down her cheek. “I love you too.”

We spend the morning talking quietly between Erin’s naps. Around noon, her boss stops by to check on Erin’s progress. “The swelling is going down nicely,” she says after examining Erin’s head with a furtive glance at the door. Clearly, she’s not supposed to be encroaching on Dr. Chen’s case. “I imagine Dr. Chen will order another scan this afternoon, but I’m optimistic he’ll release you tomorrow if all looks good.”

“That’s great news,” I say, relief washing over me.

Erin looks less enthusiastic. “I’m not allowed to be alone with a concussion, right?”

Before Dr. Greenfield can answer, I firmly say, “You’re not going back there. You’re coming home with me. We’ll figure out the rest later.”

Dr. Greenfield nods approvingly. “That’s a good idea. You shouldn’t be alone for at least a few days, Erin.”

As the day wears on, I make a few work calls while Erin sleeps. Evie handles most of the pressing issues, but I can’t completely check out.

“How’s Erin doing?” asks Evie, concern evident in her voice.

“Better,” I say. “She should be released tomorrow.”

“That’s good to hear. Don’t worry about anything here. We’ve got it covered.”

I hang up, grateful for Evie’s competence. Turning back to Erin, I find her watching me.

“You don’t have to put your whole life on hold for me,” she says softly.

I move to sit on the edge of her bed. “Erin, you are my life. Everything else is secondary.”

She blinks back tears. “I don’t deserve you.”

“Hey, none of that,” I chide gently. “You deserve the world, and I intend to give it to you.” I lean in to kiss her forehead, careful of her injuries. As I pull back, our gazes lock. The intensity of emotion between us is almost overwhelming.

“I was so scared,” Erin whispers. “When Jensen showed up…I thought…”

“Shh, it’s okay,” I soothe, stroking her hair. “You’re safe now. I won’t let anyone hurt you ever again.”

She nods, closing her eyes. “I’m tired.”

“Get some rest. I’ll be right here when you wake up.”

As Erin drifts off, I settle back in my chair. My body aches from the uncomfortable position, but I ignore it. Nothing matters except being here for Erin.
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The next morning brings good news. Erin’s latest scan shows no complications, and Dr. Chen clears her for release.

“Remember, no strenuous activity for at least a week,” he instructs as a nurse removes Erin’s IV. “Plenty of rest and call your PCP immediately if you experience any increased pain or dizziness.”

I nod, mentally cataloging everything Erin will need. “I’ll make sure she follows doctor’s orders.”

Erin rolls her eyes good-naturedly. “I’m sure you will.”

As we wait for the discharge paperwork, I help Erin change into the clothes I had Evie bring from her apartment. She winces as she pulls on her shirt.

“Are you okay?” I ask, hovering anxiously.

“Just sore. I’ll be fine.”

Finally, a nurse arrives with a wheelchair. “Hospital policy,” she explains at Erin’s protest.

I gather our belongings as the nurse wheels Erin out. My town car and driver are waiting at the entrance, thanks to Evie’s arrangements. Once we’re settled in the backseat, Erin leans against me with a sigh. “I can’t wait to sleep in a real bed.”

I wrap an arm around her shoulders. “We’ll be home soon. I’ve got everything set up for you.”

She looks up at me, eyes shining. “What did I do to deserve you?”

“You’re you,” I say simply. “That’s more than enough.”

As we drive through the city, I hold Erin closer, marveling at how near I came to losing her. The thought sends a chill through me, and I tighten my embrace.

“I love you,” I murmur into her hair.

She snuggles closer. “I love you too.”
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A week later, I stand at the edge of my penthouse rooftop, surveying the city sprawled out before me. The sun dips low on the horizon, painting the sky in vibrant hues of orange and pink. A gentle breeze carries the scent of jasmine from the potted plants scattered around the rooftop garden.

My fingers tap nervously against the railing as I check my watch for the tenth time in as many minutes. Erin should be here any moment. I’ve planned every detail of this evening meticulously, determined to make it perfect.

The elevator dings, and I turn to see Erin step onto the rooftop. My breath catches in my throat. She’s wearing a simple blue dress that brings out the color of her eyes, and her hair falls in soft waves around her shoulders.

“Monica?” She looks around, taking in the twinkling fairy lights and the table set for two. “What’s all this?”

I cross the rooftop to greet her, pressing a soft kiss to her cheek. “I wanted to surprise you. How are you feeling?”

Erin smiles, though I notice a hint of tiredness around her eyes. “Much better. Dr. Chen gave me the all-clear to return to work next week.”

“That’s wonderful news.” I lead her to the table, pulling out her chair. “I hope you’re hungry. I’ve arranged for a special menu tonight.”

As if on cue, a waiter appears with a bottle of champagne. Erin raises an eyebrow as he pours two glasses. “This seems awfully fancy for a Tuesday night.”

I take a sip of champagne to steady my nerves. “It’s a special occasion.”

“Oh?” Erin leans forward, curiosity sparkling in her eyes. “And what occasion might that be?”

Before I can answer, the waiter returns with our first course. We spend the next hour savoring each exquisite dish, our conversation flowing easily.

Erin shares stories from her physical therapy sessions, and I share some of the latest developments at Anderson Tech, including how Victor has been almost apologetic after the story broke that Jensen attacked my girlfriend. She’s now a figure of sympathy to the press, and I had to shut down Victor’s machinations. He wanted me to parade her at an upcoming corporate event to get more sympathy from investors. I fully intend to bring her as my date—and I’ll tell her that later—but not for those sleazy reasons.

As we finish our dessert—a decadent chocolate soufflé—I know it’s time. My heart races as I reach across the table to take Erin’s hand. “Erin, these past few months have been the happiest of my life. Even with everything we’ve been through recently, I’ve never felt more certain about anything.”

Erin’s eyes widen as I slide out of my chair and drop to one knee beside her. I pull a small velvet box from my pocket and open it to reveal a sparkling diamond ring.

“Erin Talbot, will you marry me?”

For a moment, the only sound is the distant hum of the city below us. Erin’s free hand flies to her mouth, and tears form in her eyes.

“Monica, I…yes. Yes, of course I’ll marry you.”

Relief and joy wash over me as I slip the ring onto her finger. Erin pulls me up into a passionate kiss, and I lose myself in the warmth of her embrace.

When we finally part, both breathless, she admires the ring. “It’s beautiful. I can’t believe you planned all this.”

I grin, feeling lighter than air. “I wanted it to be perfect. You deserve nothing less.” Her smile falters slightly, and I see a flicker of worry cross her face. “What is it?” I ask, concern creeping into my voice.

She sighs, running her finger along the stem of her champagne glass. “It’s just…I’m so happy, but I’m also worried about telling my parents.”

I take her hand, giving it a reassuring squeeze. “We’ll face that together. Whatever happens, we have each other.”

Erin nods, but the anxiety hasn’t fully left her eyes. “I know. It’s just…they don’t even know I’m seeing anyone, let alone that I’m in love with a woman. They’re not exactly the most open-minded people.”

“Do you want to tell them in person? We could fly down to Alabama for a weekend.”

Erin shakes her head. “No, I think that might be too much all at once. Maybe a phone call first? Or a letter?”

“Whatever you’re comfortable with,” I say. “There’s no rush. We can take our time figuring out the best way to approach this.”

Erin takes a deep breath, visibly relaxing. “You’re right. Thank you for being so understanding.”

I lean in to kiss her softly. “Always.” As we sit there, hand in hand, watching the last rays of sunlight fade from the sky, I’m filled with a sense of contentment I’ve never known before.

“So,” says Erin, a mischievous glint in her eye, “When do we start planning the wedding?”

I laugh, pulling her close. “Whenever you want, my love, but first, I think we should finish celebrating our engagement.”

Erin grins, standing and tugging me toward the elevator. “I couldn’t agree more.”

As we descend to my—our—apartment, I marvel at how much my life has changed since that fateful day we got stuck in the elevator together. It hasn’t always been easy, but I wouldn’t trade a single moment of it.

The elevator doors open, and Erin pulls me into another kiss. As we stumble toward the bedroom, laughing and shedding clothes along the way, I know with absolute certainty this is exactly where I’m meant to be.

Later, as we lie tangled in the sheets, Erin’s head resting on my chest, she traces lazy patterns on my skin. “Tell me about the moment you knew you wanted to marry me,” she says softly.

I run my fingers through her hair, thinking back. “It wasn’t one specific moment,”. It was more like a gradual realization, but I think it really hit me when you were in the hospital after the attack.”

Erin shifts to look up at me, her expression serious. “Really?”

I nod, swallowing past the lump in my throat as I remember those terrifying hours. “Seeing you lying there, so vulnerable, made me realize how much I need you in my life. How empty everything would be without you.”

Her eyes shimmer with unshed tears. She leans up to kiss me softly. “I love you so much, Monica.”

“I love you too,” I whisper against her lips. “More than I ever thought possible.”

We fall into a comfortable silence, just enjoying each other’s presence. After a while, Erin speaks again. “What do you think our wedding will be like?”

I chuckle. “It’ll probably be a small, intimate affair. Maybe on a beach somewhere?”

Erin nods enthusiastically. “That sounds perfect. Just our closest friends and family.”

My heart swells with love for this woman, who knows me so well. “And what about the honeymoon? Any ideas?”

Erin thinks for a moment. “Hmm…how about a tour of Europe? We could visit all those art museums Allison is always talking about.”

“That sounds amazing,” I say, already imagining us strolling hand in hand through the Louvre or sharing a gondola ride in Venice. I’ve experienced most of that before, but not with her, and that will make it new and exciting again.

As we continue to talk and dream about our future together, I’m struck by how natural it all feels. Despite the obstacles we’ve faced—and those we’ve yet to encounter—I’ve never been more certain of anything in my life.

Erin yawns, her eyes starting to droop. I press a kiss to her forehead. “Get some sleep, love. We have the rest of our lives to plan our future.”

She snuggles closer, murmuring a sleepy, “I love you,” before drifting off. I lie awake for a while longer, marveling at the woman in my arms and the life we’re building together. With that comforting thought, I close my eyes and let sleep claim me, dreaming of the bright future that awaits us.


17

Erin



I fold another sweater and place it carefully in the cardboard box, my fingers lingering on the soft fabric. Monica stands across the room, emptying my dresser drawers with methodical precision. The air between us buzzes with excitement, tinged with a hint of nervousness.

“I can’t believe we’re doing this,” I say, breaking the comfortable silence.

Monica looks up, a radiant smile spreading across her face. “I know. It feels surreal, doesn’t it?”

I nod, my heart swelling with happiness. “I never thought I’d be packing up my life to move in with someone I love so much.”

She sets down the stack of shirts she’s holding and crosses the room to wrap her arms around my waist, pulling me close. “I’m so happy you said yes, Erin. To everything.”

I lean into her embrace, savoring the warmth of her body against mine. “How could I not? You’re everything I’ve ever wanted.”

Her lips brush against my neck, sending a shiver down my spine. “And more?”

I laugh, turning to face her. “Definitely more. Though I’m not sure my parents would agree.”

A shadow flickers across Monica’s face. “Have you told them yet? About us?”

I bite my lip, guilt gnawing at my stomach. “Not exactly…”

Monica’s brow wrinkles. “Erin, don’t you think⁠—”

The shrill sound of the doorbell cuts through the air, startling us both. We exchange puzzled glances.

“Are you expecting someone?” asks Monica.

I shake my head, a sense of unease creeping over me. “No. Maybe it’s a package?”

She releases me and heads toward the door. “I’ll get it. You keep packing.”

I nod, turning back to the box in front of me. I hear her footsteps fade down the hallway, followed by the sound of the front door opening. Then, a familiar voice that makes my blood run cold.

“Monica Anderson? Is that you?”

My mother’s voice, tinged with surprise and confusion, echoes through the apartment. I freeze, my heart pounding.

“Mrs. Talbot?” Monica’s voice is steady, but I can hear the undercurrent of tension. “What a surprise. I didn’t realize you were visiting.”

“We weren’t planning to,” says my father in a gruff voice, “But after everything we’ve seen on the news, and she didn’t tell us anything, we had to come check on Erin. Was she really attacked?”

Monica says something, likely an affirmative, as I take a deep breath, bracing myself for what’s to come. With shaky legs, I make my way to the living room, where my parents stand just inside the doorway, their expressions a mix of concern and confusion.

“Mom, Dad?” I say in a creaky voice. “What are you doing here?”

My mother’s gaze darts between Monica and me. “Erin, honey, what’s going on? Why is Monica here? You never mentioned she lives in New York City. And why does it look like you’re…packing?”

I swallow hard, acutely aware of Monica’s presence beside me as she comes to stand beside me. “I…we…there’s something I need to tell you.”

My father’s brow furrows, his weathered hands clenching at his sides. “Does this have anything to do with that football player who attacked you? We saw it all over the news, Erin. Why didn’t you call us?”

“I’m sorry,” I say, guilt washing over me. “Everything happened so fast, and I…I didn’t want to worry you.”

“Worry us?” My mother’s voice rises an octave. “Erin, you were assaulted. Of course we’d be worried—and more so by your silence on the matter.”

Monica steps forward, her posture protective. “Mr. and Mrs. Talbot, I can assure you that Erin is safe now. We’ve taken every precaution⁠—”

“We?” My father interrupts, his eyes narrowing. “What exactly is your role in all this, Monica?”

The room falls silent. I look at Monica, drawing strength from her steady gaze. It’s now or never.

“My voice trembles slightly. “Monica and I…we’re together. We’re engaged, actually. I’m moving in with her today.”

The shock on my parents’ faces is immediate and profound. My mother’s hand flies to her mouth, while my father’s face turns an alarming shade of red.

“Engaged?” My mother whispers. “But…when? How?”

“It’s a recent development,” says Monica softly, “But Erin and I have known each other for a long time, as you know. We reconnected a few months ago, and…well, sometimes you just know.”

I take a deep breath, my heart hammering. The silence in the room is deafening, broken only by the soft ticking of the clock on the wall. My parents’ shocked faces stare back at me, their eyes wide with disbelief.

“Engaged?” My mother repeats, her voice barely above a whisper. “To…Monica?”

I nod, reaching for Monica’s hand. Her fingers intertwine with mine, warm and reassuring. “Yes, Mom. We’re in love.”

My father clears his throat, his brow wrinkled. “How long has this been going on?”

“We reconnected a few months ago, like Monica said.” My voice is steadier than I feel. “It was kind of funny, actually. We were trapped in an elevator…” I trail off, realizing they’re not interested in that part of the story right now. “We started spending time together, and it just happened. We fell in love.”

My mother sinks onto the couch, her hand pressed to her chest. “But…you dated boys in high school. You were engaged to Dylan.”

I squeeze my lover’s hand, drawing strength from her presence. “I’m bisexual, Mom. I’ve known for a while, but I was afraid to tell you. Being with Monica made me realize I couldn’t hide who I am anymore.”

My father surprises me by stepping forward, his eyes softening. “Erin, honey, are you happy?”

I nod, tears welling in my eyes. “Happier than I’ve ever been, Dad.”

He looks at Monica, then back at me. “That’s all that matters.”

My mother gasps. “Robert? How can you say that? This isn’t…normal. What will people think?”

“Susan,” my father says firmly, “Our daughter’s happiness is more important than what other people think.”

I blink, shocked by my father’s support. He’s conservative and Southern. Of the two, I expected him to be the one to disown me if it happens. His support is stunning but welcome. Monica squeezes my hand, a small smile playing on her lips.

My mother stands up, wringing her hands. “But, Erin, you could have a normal life. Get married, have children⁠—”

“Mom, I’ll still have all that,” I say, my voice cracking, “This is my normal. I love Monica. We can still have children if we want to. Nothing’s changed except that I’m finally being honest about who I am.”

Monica speaks up, her voice gentle. “Mrs. Talbot, I love your daughter more than anything in this world. I promise to take care of her, to support her dreams, and to make her happy every day of our lives together.”

My mother looks at Monica, then at me, her eyes filling with tears. “But…what about your career? Your future? People might not accept this.”

I step closer to my mother, still holding Monica’s hand. “Mom, my career is going great, and I’m out to my coworkers. Monica supports me in everything I do, and if people can’t accept us, that’s their problem, not ours.”

“I don’t understand,” whispers my mother, shaking her head. “You always liked dolls, makeup, and tea parties…”

I almost snicker for a moment, but she’s serious, so I restrain myself. I’ll cut her some slack since she’s in shock. “You should know none of that has anything to do with sexual orientation,” I say gently before adding, “And you don’t have to understand right now, Mom. I’m just asking you to accept it. To accept me.”

My father puts his arm around my mother’s shoulders. “Susan, remember when Erin was little? How we always said we’d love her no matter what?”

My mother nods, wiping a tear from her cheek.

“This is that ‘no matter what’ moment. Our little girl is happy and in love. From what I remember, Monica is a fine young lady, and she seems determined to make Erin happy. Isn’t that what we’ve always wanted for her?”

I hold my breath, watching my mother’s internal struggle play out on her face. Finally, she looks up at me, her eyes red-rimmed but clear.

“Erin,” she says, her voice trembling. “I…I need some time to process this, but I want you to know that I love you. No matter what.”

Relief floods through me, and I let out a shaky breath. “Thank you, Mom. That’s all I’m asking for.”

My father steps forward, pulling me into a tight hug. “I’m proud of you, kiddo,” he whispers in my ear. “For being brave enough to be yourself.”

As he releases me, Monica moves closer, wrapping her arm around my waist. My mother watches us, her expression vacillating between confusion and resignation.

My father clears his throat. “When’s the wedding?”

I laugh, the tension in the room dissipating slightly. “We haven’t set a date yet. We wanted to tell you first.”

“I’m glad we factored into the timeline,” says my father with a hint of reproach. I feel terrible for not telling them sooner after his support.

My mother stands up straighter, her innate party-planning instincts kicking in despite her reservations. “We’ll need to figure out if you’re getting married here or back home. Then we’ll start looking at venues, and caterers, and⁠—”

“Mom, we were thinking of something small. Maybe on the beach.”

She blinks, then nods slowly. “Of course. Whatever you want, dear.” Maybe she’s relieved not to have to host our wedding in Sawyer County or stand beside us when we exit the VFW hall, which is about the only event venue in our small town. If so, she doesn’t say it, and I don’t push her. She’ll accept us in her own time.

Monica smiles at my parents. “We’d love for you both to be involved in the planning. If you’re comfortable with that.”

My father nods enthusiastically, while my mother gives a small, hesitant smile. “I’d like that,” she says softly. “I’ve never been to an island before. Is that what you’re thinking?”

“Yes. Maybe somewhere in the Caribbean,” says Monica.

My mother frowns. “Oh, dear. I don’t have a passport.”

Before she can work herself up, I take her hand. “You’ll have time to get one, or we’ll be married somewhere like Florida or Puerto Rico. Just breathe,” I say with a wink.

My father then asks about Jensen, and I tell him what I know. “He’s been bailed out but is in seclusion somewhere in Big Sur. I might have to testify, but I really hope he’ll just take a plea deal and salvage what he can of his future.”

Dad looks ready to track him to Big Sur, but Monica distracts him by asking about the Sawyer County Hornets. Dad is happy to boast about the high school football team’s winning season, since he’s an assistant coach.

As we stand there, the four of us in an awkward circle chitchatting about nothing of consequence, metaphorical weight lifts from my shoulders. It’s not perfect, and there will be more conversations and probably some arguments in the future, but for now, this is enough.

“Why don’t we all sit down?” I suggest. “We can talk more about the wedding, and you can get to know Monica better. She’s not the same girl she was eight years ago,” I say with a laugh.

My parents nod, and we move to the living room. As we settle onto the couch and chairs, I catch Monica’s eye. She gives me a reassuring smile, and I’m consumed with love and gratitude.

This is just the beginning of our journey together, but with Monica by my side and my parents trying to understand, the future feels bright and secure.


Epilogue – Monica



I survey our penthouse, now filled with friends and family for our first anniversary party. The space buzzes with laughter and conversation in contrast to the lonely nights I once spent here. Erin stands across the room, chatting animatedly with Kelly and Dr. Greenfield. Her eyes sparkle as she gestures, no doubt sharing a story about her latest patient success.

Evie approaches, balancing two glasses of champagne. She hands one to me with a smile. “You look even better than you did at the company gala two weeks ago with Erin on your arm, Monica. That dress is stunning.”

I smooth down the silk of my red cocktail dress. “Thank you, Evie. I’m glad you could make it tonight.”

“I wouldn’t miss it. It’s nice to see you and Erin so happy.”

I nod, warmth spreading through my chest as I watch my wife. “Thank you. She deserves to be happy.”

Evie takes a sip of champagne. “You both do. I never thought I’d see the day when Monica Anderson found work-life balance.”

I laugh. “It’s been an adjustment, but a welcome one.”

Robert and Susan approach, arm in arm. Susan’s eyes are bright as she surveys the room. “This is quite the party, Monica. Thank you for including us.”

“Of course. You’re family now.” I catch Robert’s eye. “How are you enjoying New York?” Erin is trying to coax them to move here. I doubt she’ll ever be successful, but they have stayed a couple of weeks on previous visits.

He shrugs, a hint of a smile playing at his lips. “It’s growing on me. The pretzels aren’t half-bad.”

I chuckle. “High praise indeed.”

As the evening unfolds, the soft clink of champagne glasses and gentle hum of conversation fill the air. I make my way through the crowd, greeting guests with warm smiles and handshakes.

Dr. Greenfield catches my eye and waves me over. Her blue eyes sparkle as she leans in conspiratorially. “Monica, you won’t believe what Erin’s been up to at the clinic,” she says, her voice brimming with pride.

“Oh?” I raise an eyebrow, intrigued.

“She’s developed a new rehabilitation protocol for ACL injuries. It’s cutting recovery time by nearly twenty percent.” Dr. Greenfield beams. “I always knew she was bright, but she’s exceeding even my expectations.”

I nod, a surge of pride warming my chest. “That’s fantastic. I’ll have to congratulate her later.”

As I turn to move on, Kelly intercepts me, her phone already in hand. “Monica, you have to see these.” She swipes through a series of sun-drenched photos. “Piper and I just got back from Bali. It was absolute paradise.”

I lean in, admiring the images of crystal-clear waters and lush landscapes. “It looks incredible,” I say, genuinely impressed. “You two seem so happy.”

Kelly’s eyes soften. “We are. I never thought I’d find someone like her.”

As I listen to Kelly describe their adventures, my gaze drifts across the room. I see Erin chatting animatedly with her parents, Robert’s arm draped comfortably around Susan’s shoulders. Evie efficiently directs the catering staff, every bit the consummate professional even when she’s technically off the clock.

A year ago, none of this would have seemed possible. The realization hits me suddenly, leaving me momentarily breathless. I take a sip of champagne, savoring the crisp bubbles on my tongue as I consider how much has changed, and how much we’ve all grown.

“Monica?” Kelly’s voice breaks through my reverie. “You okay?”

I turn back to her with a genuine smile. “Never better,” I say, raising my glass in a small toast. “Here’s to new beginnings.”

The party begins to wind down as the night grows late. I step out onto the balcony for a breath of fresh air, gazing out at the twinkling city lights. The door slides open behind me, and Erin joins me, wrapping her arms around my waist.

“Quite a night,” she says, resting her chin on my shoulder.

I lean back into her embrace. “It’s been perfect.”

We stand in comfortable silence for a moment before Erin speaks again. “I’ve been thinking…”

I turn to face her, raising an eyebrow. “That sounds ominous.”

She laughs, swatting my arm playfully. “Nothing bad, I promise. I just…I think I’m ready for the next step. In our relationship, I mean.”

My heart skips a beat. “What did you have in mind?”

Erin takes a deep breath. “I think we should start trying to have a family.”

The world seems to stop for a moment as her words sink in. A family. With Erin. The idea fills me with excitement and terror. “Are you sure?” I ask, searching her eyes. “It’s a big step.”

She nods, her expression serious. “One hundred percent. I want to raise a child with you, Monica. To create a family of our own.”

I pull her closer, overwhelmed by the love I feel for her. “Okay, let’s do it.”

The cool night air brushes against our skin as Erin and I sit side by side on the balcony, our hands intertwined. The city lights twinkle below, a constellation of human life mirroring the stars above. We’ve been out here for what feels like minutes, but the clock on my phone tells a different story—an hour has slipped by, unnoticed, and the last of our guests must have surely left by now. I feel some remorse for being a poor host, but the conversation is too important to cut short. “Anonymous donor, or someone we know?”

Erin tilts her head, considering. “I’m leaning toward anonymous. It feels…cleaner, somehow. Less complicated.”

I nod, understanding her perspective. “True, but what about medical history? With a known donor, we’d have access to that information.”

“Good point.” She runs her thumb over my knuckles. “But then there’s the potential for involvement. Do we want that?”

The question hangs in the air between us, weighty with implications. I take a deep breath, inhaling the scent of jasmine from the potted plant nearby. “No, I don’t think I do. I want our family to be just you, me, and our baby or babies.”

She smiles and nods her agreement. “Same.

“What about carrying?” I ask. “Have you thought about whether you’d want to?”

An array of emotions swirl in her gaze when it meets mine. “I have. Part of me really wants to experience pregnancy, but then I think about the impact on my work, the physical toll…”

“I know.” I squeeze her hand. “I’ve been thinking about it too. The idea of carrying our child…it’s tempting, but the timing with the company…”

We fall silent for a moment, the distant hum of traffic filling the air. Then Erin chuckles softly.

“Listen to us,” she says, a smile playing on her lips. “An hour ago, we were just talking about starting a family. Now we’re deep into the details.”

I laugh. “That’s us,” I say, leaning in to kiss her cheek. “Always planning ten steps ahead.”

As we continue our discussion, the possibilities of our future unfold before us, as vast and bright as the city sprawled at our feet. As the night deepens, we make our way to bed, still lost in discussion about our future family. Erin curls into my side, her head resting on my chest.

“What about names?” she asks, her voice growing sleepy.

I run my fingers through her hair. “I’ve always liked the name Sophia for a girl.”

“Mmm, that’s pretty. What about for a boy?”

“Maybe Andrew? Or Lucas?”

Erin yawns. “I like both of those.”

As her breathing evens out, I stare at the ceiling, my mind racing with possibilities. A child. Our child. The thought both thrills and terrifies me.

I think about how far we’ve come in just a year. From stolen moments in elevators to building a life together. From hiding our relationship to celebrating it with friends and family, and now, we’re on the cusp of starting our own family. I can’t imagine how life could get any better, but somehow, I know it will.
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